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ABSTRACT 
LEARNING IN RETIREMENT INSTITUTES: 
THE IMPACT ON THE LIVES OF OLDER ADULTS 
FEBRUARY 2002 
CHARLENE L. MARTIN, B.A., ASSUMPTION COLLEGE 
M.A., ASSUMPTION COLLEGE 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor David Schuman 
The increasing demand for educational opportunities by retirement-age adults 
presents the need for a better understanding of the significance of these programs on the 
lives of older adults. The literature provides a broad demographic profile of the older 
learner, but lacks a deeper understanding of the motivations for participating in educational 
programs and the resulting experiences. 
The purpose of this study is to determine what is meaningful to older adults about 
the Learning in Retirement Institute (LRI) experience, a particular model of older adult 
education. Through the use of in-depth, phenomenological interviewing, four members of 
Learning in Retirement Institutes share their life experiences and how they came to join the 
institutes. They reflect about what the LRI experience means to them at this point in their 
lives. 
The results concur with prior research in that the four participants fit the 
demographic profile and exhibit the two primary motivators of desire for intellectual 
stimulation and social contact. The significance of this study is the identification of 
additional benefits to participation in a Learning in Retirement Institute that include personal 
growth, increased self-esteem, opportunity for contribution, and empowerment. This 
vi 
combination of benefits makes the LRI experience unique from other activities in which 
older people can participate, including other educational programs such as tuition-free 
college courses and Elderhostel. 
This study provides a rare opportunity to gain first-hand perceptions of older adults 
regarding their lives and experiences in an LRI. It also demonstrates that, while not 
representing every old person, these four older people, through their desire to grow and 
contribute, defy the stereotype of all old people as in decline, dependent, and unproductive 
and that participation in Learning in Retirement Institutes plays a role in the successful 
aging of these four older people. 
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INTRODUCTION 
It has been an intellectual joy to be a part of this Learning in Retirement Institute. 
This experience has provided great stimulation and satisfaction and has enriched 
my life. The desire to acquire knowledge is one of the best medicines and having 
a sense of community and belonging at this stage in life is so rewarding. 
(Comment from Worcester Institute for Senior Education 
member survey, April 1998) 
As an administrator of a continuing education program at a small, private college, I 
have designed and implemented academic and support programs for adult students for over 
twenty years. I have spent countless hours advising adults on the best paths towards 
completing their academic goals and encouraging them when the pressures of their everyday 
lives threaten to interfere with this progress. Even more time has been spent in collegial 
efforts with colleagues who work in the more “traditional” arena of undergraduate higher 
education and often do not understand the unique needs of adult students. 
Despite all of this time as an advocate for adult learners, it was not until a few years 
ago that I realized that I did not understand the concept of lifelong learning as well as I 
thought I did. While I understood the needs of mid-life adults who were attempting to 
complete degrees or certificates for career purposes, I never considered the needs of older 
adults. Like my colleagues who taught the traditional-age students and rarely considered 
undergraduate education for those beyond the age of twenty-two, I had not considered the 
value of education for those beyond the age of fifty. 
A personal event opened my eyes to the possibilities. My father retired at the age of 
sixty-one after working for the same company for many years. He and my mother were 
living in Italy because of his latest assignment when they packed up their belongings and 
moved back to the United States. After years of moving around the world they settled into 
their own home for the first time in thirty-five years. I assumed they would spend their time 
visiting their children and other family members since they had been living abroad for seven 
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years and had had little opportunity to do so. Actually, I probably gave little thought to what 
they would do with their free time. I was surprised when the first thing they did was 
register for courses at the local community college. My father took a Chinese language 
class and my mother registered for Introduction to Computers. Their motivation was not 
for retraining or to find a second career, but for their own enjoyment. 
Perhaps it should not have been a surprise to me since my parents were always 
strong advocates of education. Neither of them had the opportunity to complete college 
themselves, but sacrificed financially so that their children could attend parochial schools 
and then college. Education was, for them, the key to the American dream. It was their 
simple act of registering for college courses that made me realize that when it came to older 
adult learners I was not very knowledgeable. If older people were seeking to continue their 
education I wanted to learn more about them and their motivations. 
I attended a conference about a certain model of academic programming for retirees 
and soon after I began the process of developing a proposal to establish a Learning in 
Retirement Institute (LRI) on my campus. The college administration did not immediately 
accept my proposal because they had questions about how the program fit into the mission 
of the college, the resources necessary to support the program, and the need for a separate 
program for retirees. The administration did not understand the unique needs of the older 
adult learner, nor the concept of retirees working together to administer their own learning 
program. After rejecting the proposal twice, the college president decided to allow me to 
proceed when he became aware of a small group of older adults in the community that was 
preparing to ask other colleges to sponsor a Learning in Retirement Institute. This 
experience made me aware of the need for more information about older adult learners and 
the Learning in Retirement Institute model of academic programming. 
Hundreds of retirees attended the first informational meeting and it did not take long 
before the membership grew to over 350. The comment that introduces this section is 
representative of what members would stop and tell me about their feelings towards the 
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program. If older people were so happy and grateful for the LRI experience, I wanted to 
learn more about the impact of these programs on their lives. 
My interest in older adult education has developed at an opportune time as the 
demographic composition of the United States is shifting from younger to older people for 
the first time in American history. This age wave is producing an increasing number of 
retirement-age people who are interested in participating in academic programs. As attempts 
are made to accommodate the educational interests of these older people, I believe we must 
seek to understand who these learners are, what motivates them, and how these programs 
impact their lives. 
In 1900, only three percent of the population in the United States, or 3.1 million 
persons, were over 65 years of age. The average life expectancy was 49 years. A century 
later, thirteen percent of the population, or 34.5 million persons, are over 65, and the average 
life expectancy is 76.7 years (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1996; Administration on Aging, 
1999; American Association of Retired Persons, 1996). One in every eight Americans is 
aged 65 or older. The over-65 age group has grown more than twice as fast as the rest of 
the population over the last twenty years and that growth is expected to increase with the 
aging of the baby boomers and the continued decline of fertility rates. (Dychtwald, 1990; 
Peterson, 1999). Projections indicate that by the year 2030, this age group will comprise 
over 21% of the total population — about 70 million Americans (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
1996; Administration on Aging, 1999; American Association of Retired Persons, 1996). 
At that time one in every five Americans will be aged 65 or older. 
With continued improvements in lifestyles and medical technology, these retirement- 
age adults are also healthier, more active, and expected to live longer than previous 
generations (Swindell & Thompson, 1995). The term “young-old” is now being used to 
denote the realization that life cycles are blurred and age is not based only on chronological 
years, but on health and social characteristics (Neugarten and Neugarten, 1986; Lamdin and 
Fugate, 1997). Therefore, the young-old may be fifty-five to eighty-five years old and 
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retirement (at the average age of sixty-five, but sometimes not until the eighties) does not 
mean the onset of old age. Those who are indeed “old-old” are the minority that are both 
over the age of sixty-five and in need of special care due to health limitations. 
This demographic transformation cannot be avoided and as our nation’s population 
ages, it faces social challenges for families, health care, communities, political structures, and 
the economy. Since institutions of higher education have traditionally focused on the 
education of young people, this social phenomenon also challenges our system of higher 
education as more and more older adults seek access to academic programs. Those over 60 
are currently seeking to continue, renew, or begin their studies in higher education in 
increasing numbers. Only two percent were enrolled in formal learning experiences in 
1974, five percent in 1981, and up to thirteen percent in 1991 according to available Harris 
Surveys and Census Bureau studies (Moody, 1986; Lamdin and Fugate, 1997; Peterson, 
1981; Manheimer, Snodgrass & Moskow-McKenzie, 1995). 
As more seniors seek educational opportunities, the challenges for higher education 
involve changing institutional philosophies and practices, as well as changing people’s 
attitudes. Some resistance on the part of institutions of higher education to accommodate 
older learners would not be surprising since the history of higher education in the United 
States reveals a pattern of resistance to access for new groups of people including women, 
people of color, and working-class adults. Such opposition can be fueled by stereotypes or 
prejudice towards the group of “new learners” and fear of diverting financial or academic 
resources (Stephan, 1948; Graham, 1978; Leonardi, 1989; Du Bois, 1995; Feagin, Vera, 
& Imani, 1996). One way resistance can be broken down is by eliminating stereotypes, and 
that can begin to occur when older people are asked to share their experiences. Their stories 
help make them human and no longer invisible or irrelevant to those who misunderstand 
them. 
One stereotypical view of retirees is that they have already served society through 
work, parenting, or the armed services and will live their remaining years dependent on 
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others and unproductive. As the number of retirees increases, fear of insufficient resources 
to satisfy both their needs and the needs of working members of society has set the stage 
for generational battle (Peterson, 1999). This battle usually involves issues of social 
security or health costs, but as more older people seek to utilize the services of academic 
institutions, there will also be concerns about their consumption of educational resources. 
There are those who would argue that access to education for older people is not a sound 
investment because they are no longer productive through contributions to society 
(Hodgkinson, 1983; McWhinney, 1990). Even those who have dedicated their lives to 
teaching and the pursuit of knowledge may believe that such a pursuit would be wasted on 
the elderly. 
This fear of diverting resources may prevent us from realizing the positive 
contributions older people can offer to society. We need to understand older people to 
appreciate the energy they have and the positive aspects of aging. As Peterson says. 
If we don’t prepare for this challenge, much of what is good about an aging 
society could turn sour. After all, how will young and old live happily together 
if they see themselves as competitors for scarce resources? And, if this comes to 
pass, what wisdom will the old have after all to offer the young? And who 
among the young will listen? I very much respect the gifts that aging individuals 
can give to our communities and culture: but will the aged be praised for increasing 
the quality of life if they are deemed responsible for bankrupting the global 
economy? (1999, pp. 18-19). 
But how do we begin to understand what it means to be old if much of what we 
believe is based on stereotypes? A second stereotype is that all old people decline 
intellectually. The basis for this may be early research that rarely focused on the well 
elderly. Although recent research shows that intelligence does not automatically decline 
with age, and that “healthy individuals who maintain an active intellectual life will show little 
or no loss of intellectual abilities even into their eighties and beyond” (Schaie, 1990, p. 
319), it is hard for some people to understand why retirees would want to participate in 
academic programs. Moody (1988) claims that despite Robert Hutchins’ (1968) vision of 
* 
an “Athenian society where all citizens aim at the full development of their highest powers” 
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through Paidea or “lifelong development through education,” we do not fully understand 
the benefits of older adult education (p. 209). 
Theories of aging developed from the field of gerontology that was established as an 
academic discipline in the 1940s. The theories evolved over the last half of the twentieth 
century and as they did, so did the philosophy of providing education to seniors. From 
believing that education was wasted on older adults, to the social service model seen in the 
creation of many community-based educational programs in the 1960s, to the 
mainstreaming approach of the 1970s and 1980s, to the present-day model of productive or 
creative aging, educational gerontology theories have changed as our understanding of the 
elderly and aging change. Whereas we once believed there was no need to provide 
educational opportunities to any but the young, society eventually saw a need to offer 
programs that would offer assistance with the “problems” of aging, and then decided older 
adults were no different than anyone else and opened the doors to higher education 
classrooms. The latest understanding of old age as a time of creativity and productivity has 
led to the creation of educational programs specifically for older people who seek 
intellectual challenge (Manheimer, 1997; Manheimer, Snodgrass, & Moskow-McKenzie, 
1995; Moody, 1976, 1988). An example of one such model of academic programming for 
older learners is the Learning in Retirement Institute (LRI). 
Learning in Retirement Institutes originated in 1962 and have proliferated in the 
last decade to over 250 institutes throughout the United States. Colleges and universities 
sponsor institutes by providing space for classes and some administrative assistance. 
Members are people over the age of sixty who pay dues to belong to the institute. They 
develop and often teach their own non-credit courses to other members in sessions that 
range from five weeks to the traditional fifteen-week semester. In this respect, LRIs are 
considered member-driven organizations as opposed to institution-driven models of 
learning. They depart from the traditional mode of higher education whereby the institution 
determines and defines the course of study and the expert teaches the uninformed. In an 
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LRI, a member may propose a study group on a topic of interest. As the group leader, he or 
she acts as a facilitator of the learning process as the group researches and shares 
knowledge of the topic. 
Although in existence for almost forty years, there are few empirically based 
research studies on LRIs and their members. Available studies agree that members of LRIs 
are most likely to be better educated, white, female, in good health, and middle to high 
income levels (Bynum & Seaman, 1993; Danner, Danner & Kuder, 1993; Peterson, 1981; 
Bynum, Cooper, & Acuff, 1978; Puccio, 1995). Most establish that older learners join 
LRIs mainly for intellectual stimulation; however, they are inconclusive in determining why 
these older learners choose LRIs as opposed to other models of academic programming for 
seniors. Since intellectual stimulation is usually the highest motivating factor for joining 
any older adult educational program, further research is necessary to determine other 
motivations to join LRIs, including such possibilities as the desire to learn in an age- 
segregated rather than an age-integrated environment, opportunities to contribute and 
provide leadership, or learning style preferences. There are few research studies on 
members of Learning in Retirement Institutes that go beyond demographic profile to 
provide an understanding of how participation in educational programs fits into the context 
of older adult lives. 
Statement of the Problem 
Since colleges and universities now invite older learners to participate in college 
courses or in academic programs specifically aimed at retirees, one could assume that there 
is no resistance to access on the part of these institutions. But these programs are 
vulnerable to the myriad of other interests competing for higher education’s attention. And 
when confronted with financial demands, institutions can easily dismiss the idea of older 
adult education as irrelevant to their mission or an imposition on their financial resources. 
The existence of Learning in Retirement Institutes on any college campus is a delicate 
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balance of providing educational opportunities to a “new” group of learners while at the 
same time not detracting from the resources dedicated to the young. Harry Moody explains 
the success of Learning in Retirement Institutes as “a paradox: education for self- 
fulfillment has a powerful claim as a humanistic ideal, yet it has a weak claim on public 
resources” (1988, p. 199). 
Before resources are dedicated to LRIs or other such programs for older adults, our 
understanding of old age must be clarified and stereotypes eliminated. We need to 
understand the lives of older people to appreciate the positive aspects of aging. Although 
demographics clearly inform us that people are living longer and healthier lives, educational 
policies must change to accommodate the redefinition of retirement, aging, and the blurring 
of the life cycle. Older people still face barriers of “social attitudes, perceptions, and beliefs 
that stereotype and underestimate their capacities, skills, and potential” (Morrison, 1986). 
Most current research on Learning in Retirement Institutes or other models of older 
adult education rely on the use of large sample surveys to determine broad demographic 
profiles and the motivations of older learners. These quantitative surveys attempt to define 
older learners by putting them into categories of age, sex, religion, marital status, and 
educational and work backgrounds (Williamson, 1994; Bynum & Seaman, 1993; Danner, 
Danner, & Kuder, 1993; Lamdin & Fugate, 1997). But they lack the ability to provide a 
deeper understanding of who these learners are and how the educational programs in which 
they choose to participate impact their lives. There is a need for qualitative research that will 
go beyond mere categorization by pursuing the answers to questions about the meaning of 
education within the lives of older people. Information about the relevance of such 
programs to these older people’s lives can help to encourage the breakdown of stereotypes 
that portray all old people as declining, dependent, and unproductive, and may foster an 
appreciation of the possibility of older people’s wisdom, productivity, and continuing 
contribution to society. 
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Purpose of this Study 
The purpose of this dissertation is to gain insight into the impact of Learning in 
Retirement Institutes, one model of older adult education, on the lives of individuals over the 
age of 65. Scholars and practitioners need a better understanding of the significance of 
such educational opportunities from the perspective of those who benefit from them - the 
older learners themselves. This study seeks to discover what these learners gain from 
participation in Learning in Retirement Institutes, why continued formal learning is 
important to them, and how they perceive their role within their institute, their host campus, 
their community, and society. Answers to these questions help provide insight into the 
benefits of Learning in Retirement Institutes to these learners and how the lives of old 
people are affected by this type of educational experience. 
Although it appears that institutions of higher education provide access to older 
adult programs, these programs’ mere existence alone does not guarantee ongoing support 
or understanding of their value. Before public and institutional policies support the idea that 
education is beneficial to life in old age, we must understand how these programs affect 
those in old age. In order to appreciate how these educational programs could benefit 
society, we need to ask those individuals who participate in them how the experience affects 
their lives and what it means. 
This study does not focus on these policy-making aspects of older adult education, 
but the knowledge we can gain from these older learners may better inform policymakers. 
Just as with other groups of “new” learners before them, older learners must justify their 
existence, and one way of doing so is through the telling of their stories. 
Theoretical Perspective 
Rather than study the effects of public educational policy on large numbers of older 
adults, this study explores how continued learning affects the lives of a few individuals. 
Schuman uses a similar process and explains, 
9 
Generally, any policy study begins with policymakers and the policy made, 
and works down to the people affected. In this study, we begin at the bottom, 
with the end of the process, and work our way up. The trick is to begin with 
the individual but have the study be something other than wholly personal and 
individualistic. (Schuman, 1982, p. 5) 
A case for education for older adults could be made by exploring the benefits to 
older learners, the benefits to educational institutions, or the benefits to society. This 
dissertation focuses on the benefits to individuals with the intent that such an understanding 
may begin to provide the foundation for an understanding of the benefits to educational 
institutions and society. Williamson advocates this approach when he states, “We need to 
be thinking and planning now for this future and taking note of what those who have 
reached the Third Age1 have to tell us about our social and educational futures from the 
vantage points of their own lifelong learning” (1997, p. 174). 
The perspective of this study is that older people can be mentally active and can 
benefit from formal learning experiences such as Learning in Retirement Institutes. These 
benefits can extend to contributions to the institution and society; however, this study 
focuses on the individual. By going beyond the demographic data and patterns of behavior 
revealed in the existing quantitative studies, this research attempts to introduce real people 
and their everyday lives. If we base our opinions of old people on textbook or cultural 
images we limit ourselves to the narrow view of old age as a decline or as insignificant. 
This study attempts to change this stereotypical view of old people by gaining an 
understanding of the lives of several old people. This first step to appreciating the 
individual impact of lifelong learning can perhaps then lead to a better understanding of the 
social and policy implications of lifelong learning. 
1 The Third Age in the human lifespan refers to the time of life when a person leaves the 
workforce, ceases many domestic and family responsibilities and becomes free to satisfy personal 
ambitions and needs. 
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Methodological Perspective 
Through in-depth interviews with four older adults in Learning in Retirement 
Institutes, this study determines how this particular model of older adult academic 
programming impacts their everyday lives and discovers what is meaningful about the 
educational experience. This qualitative methodology is used in research “when the goal is 
to collect detailed, richly textured, person-centered information from one or more 
individuals” (Kaufman, 1994, p. 123). In-depth interviews are used “not to get answers to 
questions, nor to test hypotheses” but because there is “an interest in understanding the 
experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 1991, 
p. 3). 
The subjective nature of qualitative study is what provides information that is rich 
and detailed. While quantitative studies on older learners may give us facts about behavior, 
without an understanding of the meaning of such behavior to the individuals they are of 
limited significance. Through in-depth interviewing I hope to understand the context of 
both the behavior and its interpretation. 
A secondary purpose in my selection of this methodology is to involve the older 
learners as participants rather than objects of study. Too often research on aging eliminates 
old people from the process and fails to interact with them. The voices of older people are 
rarely heard in gerontological studies where so often relatives or caregivers are interviewed 
but the elderly themselves are not (Jaffe & Miller, 1994). The phenomenological 
perspective acknowledges that individuals possess the ability to describe their own activities, 
their interactions with others, and their life, and that they can report these experiences from 
their own point of view. It places the participants’ voices at the center of the text. This 
study seeks to include old people as active participants in an attempt to add to our 
understanding of how this particular type of learning experience affects their lives. 
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Significance and Limitations of Study 
There are several significant aspects of this study. First, it may help scholars and 
practitioners to better understand older learners by adding to our knowledge of their 
motivations for participation and of the impact of educational programs upon their lives. 
Specifically, it focuses on a particular model of older adult education, the Learning in 
Retirement Institute. 
Second, by gaining insight into the lives of four older adults and the relevance of the 
Learning in Retirement Institute experience to these four individuals, we can begin to break 
down the stereotypes that portray all old people as declining, dependent, and unproductive. 
Based on these kinds of stereotypes, current social opinion does not fully support lifelong 
learning endeavors to any great extent, but this research adds to our information about the 
lives of older people and the contributions of which they are capable. 
A third significance of this study is the use of the voices of older people. It is 
unfortunate that in so many studies on aging and on the aged, old people are not interviewed 
or asked their opinions. This study seeks to correct that. In order to understand old people 
and aging, we must talk to old people themselves and not just their families, their caretakers, 
or in this case, their teachers or directors of educational programs. Through active 
participation in a research study that seeks to gain information about older people, four 
older people tell their stories. 
This study is not without limitations and they are fully addressed in Chapter Three. 
The design of the study involves interviews with four people. This small number prevents 
widespread generalization of results. Although this study is too limited in scope to allow 
for a direct link to policy formation on an institutional or societal level, it may help inform 




In Chapter One a literature review provides the historical background on late life 
development theories and an examination of how these theories coincide with the 
development of educational programs for adults and older adults within society and within 
institutions of higher education. This overview offers a context for a better understanding 
of lifelong learning as it is perceived today. 
At one time, late life development theories focused on the sick elderly and declining 
capabilities. More recent research demonstrates that mental capabilities do not necessarily 
decline with age. The interest in “successful” or “creative” retirement stimulates much 
debate over the factor of involvement on the part of the elderly. Activity and disengagement 
theories are described as well as the current understanding of successful aging. 
As these theories evolved, so did the development of policies on aging and 
educational programs for adults and older adults. This review summarizes the formation of 
programs from the early lyceums and the Chautauqua program, to social service models, to 
mainstreaming into existing college programs, and to the latest in programs that are geared 
to older learners such as Elderhostel and Learning in Retirement Institutes. 
Chapter 2 
This chapter reviews literature on the current research on older adults participating in 
academic programming and on various models of programming. Information about the 
demographic profile of older learners, their motivations for participation in academic 
programs sponsored by colleges and universities, and the barriers they may encounter is 
presented. Models of programming reviewed include Learning in Retirement Institutes, 
Elderhostel, and tuition-waiver college courses. 
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Chapter 3 
This next chapter describes the methodology used for this study. It covers the 
rationale for methods, selection of participants, data collection, and analysis of data. 
Chapter 4 
I begin to present the results of this study in the fourth chapter by introducing the 
participants to the reader. An image of each of the four participants is portrayed through the 
presentation of their own life stories. These stories are used to illustrate how they view their 
past and the world around them. Their own voices are introduced whenever possible by 
including short quotes or excerpts from the interviews. The purpose is to encapsulate the 
profiles, personalities, and experiences of the participants so that the reader may have some 
insight into who these people are and how they became the people they are today. Their 
stories are the best way to provide this information. 
Chapter 5 
In this chapter I continue to present the results of the study by focusing on the 
current, everyday lives of the participants. Of central importance are their descriptions and 
reflections of the role of the Learning in Retirement Institute experience within their lives. 
The stories of their past and present lives are analyzed in an effort to determine if there are 
patterns, themes, or commonalities that demonstrate that the Learning in Retirement Institute 
experience has any impact on the lives of these individuals. 
Chapter 6 
The final chapter summarizes the results of this research and compares the results to 
existing literature. The significance of the study are addressed and limitations are presented. 
Implications for further research are suggested including the possibility that the educational 
needs of this generation of elders may be different from those of the next generation. 
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CHAPTER 1 
LATE LIFE DEVELOPMENT THEORIES AND 
THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT 
OF EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS FOR OLDER ADULTS 
This chapter provides some historical background on late life development theories 
and then reviews how these theories coincide with the development of educational programs 
for older adults. This examination of evolving developmental theories and philosophical 
perspectives on older adult education provides a foundation for an understanding of older 
learners. 
Since this dissertation pertains to educational programs for older adults, the 
literature on development focuses mainly on cognitive development as opposed to biological 
development. A key question for researchers concerned with cognitive development is what 
happens to our intellectual capacities as we age. Early research maintained that as people 
age their intelligence declines. As new theories emerged that disputed these findings, 
educational programs for older adults originated in response. The development of 
educational programs evolved as society’s understanding of the abilities of older people 
changed and this process is examined in this chapter. 
Changing Views of Late Life Development 
Adult development is a division of developmental psychology that examines the 
physical, intellectual, personal, and social characteristics of humans during the adult years 
(Belsky, 1997). Despite the fact that adulthood comprises the longest portion of the life 
cycle, until the second half of the twentieth century much of the literature on developmental 
psychology focused on child and adolescent development. Adulthood and especially old 
age was “an empty space on the map of developmental and dynamic psychology,” 
according to David Gutmann (1987, p. ix). 
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There are several reasons for this lack of study of late life development: total life 
expectancy was shorter in the past and adulthood did not last as long as it does today; 
children present physical, mental, and personality changes that are more rapid and more 
apparent to researchers; and access to children for research purposes is easier because they 
are in groups in school settings (Turner and Helms, 1989; Belsky, 1997; Gutmann, 1987). 
Changes that occur in late-life development are not always as apparent or they are 
overshadowed by physical changes. Another reason that much of the research on 
development that took place during the first half of the twentieth century focused on 
children and adolescents is that theories such as behaviorism and psychoanalytic theory 
were strong influences on researchers during that era. These theories proposed that age was 
irrelevant to understanding human behavior or that significant development stopped after the 
early years of life. (Turner and Helms, 1989; Belsky, 1997). 
Issues of aging have been studied much more in recent decades. Today, people live 
longer lives and research on human development includes the entire spectrum of the human 
life cycle. Events that normally occur after adolescence such as marriage, parenthood, mid¬ 
life career changes, menopause, divorce, retirement, and grandparenthood are being analyzed 
to provide perspective to lifespan development. Another influence on the increased interest 
in aging is due to American society’s fascination with the baby boom generation. When 
the baby boomers were children the nation built new schools for them and as teenagers and 
young adults they grabbed headlines with whatever activities they engaged in from 
Woodstock to civil rights marches. Now, as the first boomers hit the age of fifty, there is 
more public curiosity on issues of aging (Belsky, 1997). One advantage of this spotlight on 
aging is that the second half of the life cycle is being studied as a distinct developmental 
stage with its own conflicts, gains, losses, and contributions. 
Gerontology is the field of human development that concentrates on the elderly and 
aging processes. It is a broad area of study that includes social gerontology and geriatrics. 
Researchers may often cross over the boundaries of these specialties, but those interested in 
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the psychological aspects of old age tend to study intellectual changes, motivation, emotions, 
and attitudes. Issues such as family relations, religious activities, social norms, and 
retirement interest those studying how social relationships affect aging. Physiological 
changes, disease, and ways to lengthen life expectancy are studied by researchers focussing 
on the biology of aging (Turner and Helms, 1989). Although an academic discipline since 
the 1940s, it wasn’t until the 1970s that gerontology research began to flourish. During 
that time the importance of the study of aging was spurred on by an increasing number of 
older people and their changing role in society from that of previous generations. 
Professional organizations such as the Gerontological Society of America, the American 
Society on Aging, the American Psychological Association’s Division of Adult 
Development and Aging, and the American Geriatrics Society were created (Peterson, 
1990). Grants funded more research in areas of gerontological interest (Belsky, 1997) and 
the first undergraduate textbook on aging (Kimmel, 1974, 1990) inspired the development 
of adulthood and aging courses on college campuses. 
Both younger people and the elderly themselves often have misconceptions about 
old age. Even gerontologists have generated some fallacies about old age by “elaborating 
the doctrine of catastrophic aging, by portraying the aged as needy of services, and by 
playing down the developmental possibilities of later life” (Gutmann, 1987, p. 9). Early 
studies on aging focused on decline and loss. Such negative changes were studied in order 
to understand the needs of old people and the accompanying adjustments necessary to 
provide for their inevitable decline. Old people were defined by the negative factors of 
aging and not the context of their lives as a whole. According to Kaufman, 
As researchers have concentrated on parts of the whole, the essential humanity 
of the older lives under scrutiny is deemphasized, is barely visible beneath 
research results, or is lost altogether (1986, p. 5). 
As gerontologists accumulate new knowledge about what it means to age in our 
society, they discover that there is diversity in the experiences of older people. These 
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experiences include both positive and negative aspects of aging, both a withdrawal from and 
a contribution to society. New research is dispelling the many myths of aging. Ageism, a 
term coined by Robert Butler, a pioneering gerontologist and founding director of the 
National Institute on Aging, is discrimination against old people and is often based on a lack 
of understanding and unfounded stereotypes (Butler, 1975). He explains, 
Ageism can be seen as a process of systematic stereotyping of and discrimination 
against people because they are old, just as racism and sexism accomplish this 
with skin colour and gender. Old people are categorized as senile, rigid in thought 
and manner, old-fashioned in morality and skills .... Ageism allows the younger 
generation to see old people as different from themselves; thus they subtly cease 
to identify with their elders as human beings (p. 12). 
Some ageist stereotypes prevalent in our society include the beliefs that old people 
are all poor, depressed, alike, sick, cannot function in society, live alone, become senile, 
and/or die in institutions (Kermis, 1984). Many of these beliefs were founded in the 
realities of old age during colonial times through the nineteenth century, but are not a 
universal experience today. 
In colonial New England, the average life expectancy was about thirty years of age 
and only 10 percent of white male children lived until the age of sixty (Fischer, 1977). At 
the beginning of the twentieth century, life expectancy was about 49 years of age and 
because of a lack of medical advances, those who survived to an older age were often in ill 
health. It was believed that as one aged, both the body and the mind automatically declined. 
Popular sentiment did not consider education as something that was necessary for older 
people who had failing mental capacities and little time to enjoy old age. In today’s society, 
the advent of retirement from a paid job is an artificial indicator of old age. It does not 
necessarily mean the onset of a steady decline in physical and mental health or activity level 
and individuals may live another twenty to thirty years or longer. As people began to live 
longer, the intellectual capacities of older people began to be studied in an effort to 
determine if cognitive abilities do in fact decline as was popularly assumed. 
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Measuring Intelligence 
Intelligence is hard to measure whether subjects are young, middle-aged, or old. 
Standardized tests such as IQ tests, developed in the early 1900s by Alfred Binet, or the 
Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale (WAIS), developed in the 1940s, are utilized to measure 
intelligence or predict academic achievement. From the early 1940s through the mid-1960s, 
the results of the WAIS were interpreted in such a way that it was a commonly accepted 
belief that intelligence declined after the age of twenty-five. This was based on results that 
indicated raw scores that were highest for young adult age groups and declined for older 
age groups. So commonly accepted was this loss of cognitive function that it was termed 
“classic aging pattern” (Botwinick, 1967). These original conclusions were eventually 
proven to be incorrect (Belsky, 1988). 
The creator of the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale, David Wechsler, was among 
those who believed that one’s mental abilities decline just as physical abilities eventually do. 
He later discovered that in certain WAIS subtests the scores did not decline with age 
(Wechsler, 1972). He called these the “hold” subtests and they represented the six verbal 
subtests of information, comprehension, arithmetic, similarities, digit span, and vocabulary. 
Those subtests that produced declining scores with age were the five performance subtests 
he called the “don’t hold” subtests. They include picture completion, digit symbol, block 
design, picture arrangement, and object assembly. The theory that intelligence declines with 
age had been based only on combined raw scores, but this new evidence showed that some 
ways of reasoning do not automatically decline with age. Further study determined some 
reasons for the decline in certain subtests. 
While standardized tests may be accurate for children (some believe especially 
white, middle-class children), they are not as effective for adults. One reason is that as 
people age, their psychomotor skills begin to decline and they are physically slower to 
respond (Botwinick, 1977). Since speed of response is a factor on standardized tests, 
younger subjects have an advantage over older people. 
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Another reason is that children are primarily involved in the acquisition of 
knowledge while adults are also involved in the application of knowledge. Older people tend 
to utilize their life experiences when problem-solving (Schaie, 1990). They take into 
consideration and recognize the importance of more variables than do younger people. This 
thought process also tends to slow down the response speed during standardized tests. 
Researchers have attempted to study situations in which specialized experience plays a role. 
Several examples include studies involving typists or pianists who differed in age. Results 
show that while older people performed more slowly on some tasks, they compensated in 
some way to improve or maintain their overall performance compared to younger people 
(Salthouse, 1984, 1990). These are some of the reasons why timed, standardized 
examinations are inadequate to determine intellectual capacities of older people (Belsky, 
1988). 
The early studies comparing intelligence test data by age of participant provide two 
important generalizations. One is that individual performance varies widely and that 
although overall scores may indicate that a decline in scores occurs as people age, not every 
young person scores higher than an older person and some older persons score above 
average until their later years. The second is that results differ according to the specific type 
of test indicating that certain abilities do not automatically decline. 
John Horn expanded on Wechsler’s findings by explaining that the decline in 
scores on some tests and an increase on others are the result of two different types of 
cognitive functioning. Horn’s two-factor theory of intelligence (as cited in Belsky, 1997; 
Horn, 1970) explains that as people age there may be a decline in fluid intelligence, but 
crystallized intelligence may stay stable or even increase as one ages. Fluid intelligence is 
defined as quick reasoning or mental functioning based on organizing and reorganizing 
information in order to solve problems. Measurement tasks include letter series, matrices, 
and spatial orientation. Crystallized knowledge refers to one’s knowledge base gained 
through life experience and learned abilities. Vocabulary, simple analogies, remote 
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associations, and social judgement tests are used to measure crystallized knowledge. Even 
though fluid intelligence may decline, the steady increase of crystallized intelligence offsets 
an overall decline. In other words, a stability of cognitive functioning exists because we 
gain more knowledge than we lose. 
Horn’s research has been criticized because it was founded on cross-sectional 
research that does not allow for differences between cohorts (Labouvie-Vief, 1985; 
Salthouse, 1999). All conclusions are based on the age differences and do not allow for the 
possibility of generational differences in education, level of medical care, or social events 
that include war or poor economies. Formal education has been more accessible for each 
successive generation and education is positively correlated with performance on 
intelligence tests. Illness negatively impacts intellectual performance and medical advances 
improve the health of successive generations. Work choices have also changed for recent 
generations with a shift away from manual labor to more cognitively oriented labor that 
influences intellectual stimulation. 
Despite this criticism, Horn’s research helps clarify the process of intellectual 
functioning through its close examination of the differences in the subtest scores. It 
debunks the myth of automatic intellectual deterioration and provides for the possibility that 
as people age they may even improve their abilities. Eventually, life events such as failing 
health or other losses may cause older people to lose interest in learning new things or 
prevent them due to lack of opportunity. This leads to a decline in crystallized intelligence. 
Other research has supported this two-factor theory that explains poor performance 
on speeded performance tests that may be outweighed by the accumulation of knowledge 
over the years (Baltes, 1987, 1993). Schaie’s Seattle Longitudinal Study is considered the 
defining study of intelligence and age (Schaie, 1977/78; Schaie & Hertzog, 1983; Schaie 
&Willis, 1993; Schaie, 1996). Its results also dispute earlier theories that intelligence 
declines beginning in one’s twenties. During this ongoing, cross-sectional, longitudinal 
study, researchers tested hundreds of adults who range in age from 25 through the 80s, 
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beginning in 1956 and at seven-year intervals. Volunteers who were seven years apart in 
age were selected from participants in a health organization and given the Thurstone’s 
Primary Mental Abilities Scale (PMA). Besides continuing to test participants from 
previous years, the study continues to recruit and test new participants. 
The PMA measures the five primary mental abilities of verbal meanings, spatial 
relations, inductive reasoning, numbers, and word fluency that are believed to be basic to 
intelligence. To test for verbal meanings the subject is asked to pick the synonym of a word 
from four choices. Spatial relations are tested by showing the subject an abstract figure and 
asking him or her to identify which of six other drawings represent the model rotated in 
space. Inductive reasoning testing asks the subject to identify a pattern occurring in a series 
of numbers or letters by picking the item that should appear next in the series. Subjects 
compute simple arithmetic problems for the number subtest. Word fluency is tested by 
asking the subject to freely recall as many words as possible according to some rule (i.e. 
words beginning with the letter “s”) within a five-minute period. 
A cross-sectional comparison of scores reveals a decline with age across all five 
primary mental abilities. This decline can be expected based on the findings of previous 
cross-sectional studies. As mentioned above, these types of studies compare cohorts of 
twenty, thirty, forty, fifty, sixty, and seventy year olds without consideration of generational 
differences. An individual seventy year old, if tested at the age of twenty, may not have 
shown any higher score because educational opportunities may have been less during that 
particular era. However, the longitudinal findings confirm that the test scores increase or 
remain stable until the age of sixty. When the scores obtained by individuals were 
compared at the seven year intervals, there was no significant decline. Despite some levels 
of decline after age sixty, loss on all five tested indicators of intelligence was rare even in the 
oldest group of individuals in their eighties. About 75% of the participants maintained their 
performance on at least four out of five primary mental abilities at age sixty. Only two 
percent of those age 74-81 showed a decline in all five abilities. 
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This section has focused on the question of how intelligence, or what and how much 
we know, is measured. Early research attempted to use the results of such measurements to 
determine if intelligence declined as people aged. This was primarily done by comparing 
raw scores of standardized tests. Later studies documented that although there are age- 
related declines in psychomotor functions or fluid abilities, expert or crystallized knowledge 
and high level problem-solving skills may actually increase (Staudinger, Smith, & Baltes, 
1992). The next section will review literature on cognitive development, the how and why we 
know, to determine if our reasoning skills are fully developed at a young age. 
Cognitive Development 
As mentioned above, many early theories of development proposed that significant 
development occurred throughout the adolescent years and then stopped. One such theorist 
was Piaget, the Swiss psychologist who proposed a theory that is the foundation for much 
of the research on cognitive developmental psychology. He describes the intellectual 
development of children through adolescence and maintains that individuals progress 
through four stages: the sensorimotor stage, the preoperational stage, the concrete 
operational stage, to a final formal operational stage. Piaget theorized that formal 
operational thought originates between the ages of eleven and sixteen and that the transition 
is completed by the age of twenty. It involves the use of scientific reasoning, combining 
ideas logically, and thinking critically (Piaget, 1963, 1972). Because formal operational 
thought is the fourth and final stage in Piaget’s theory of intellectual development, for many 
years it was viewed as the primary focus of mature adult cognition and the most advanced 
level of thinking for adults. Whereas Freud changed how psychology viewed the role of 
emotion in human development, Piaget introduced the importance of cognition. 
Piaget’s assumption that formal operational thought is the ultimate stage of 
cognition for adult development has been criticized by some researchers (Schaie, 1977-78; 
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Labouvie-Vief, 1992; Perry, 1970; Rybash, Roodin, & Hoyer, 1995).2 They see 
limitations to Piaget’s formal thought stage because it emphasizes finding one right answer, 
rather than dealing with the abstract nature of real life. The tasks Piaget used to evaluate 
formal thought involved the use of mathematics and physics assuming that “the goal of the 
cognitively mature adult was to reason like a scientist or a mathematician... He did not 
examine how cognition is applied to real-life social or interpersonal problems” (Rybash, et 
al, p. 170). In addition to selecting correct answers, making wise decisions is also a 
function of intelligence (Belsky, 1988). 
Although limitations with Piaget’s theory have been discovered, it did create a 
foundation for current research on postformal cognitive development during adulthood. 
Labouvie-Vief (1992) proposes an additional mode of thought that is internalized rather 
than logical. It connects emotional and social reality with reason when making decision. 
Her postformal theory adds a fifth and sixth stage of cognitive development: intersystemic 
thought and autonomous thought. Intersystemic is the ability to understand different 
perspectives and to understand that the right answer may change based on the 
circumstances. Autonomous thought is the final stage of mature cognition and is 
understanding from the perspective of personal values. 
The work of Perry (1970) first explored how adult cognition develops over time. 
By interviewing college students throughout their college years, he identified a progression 
from basic dualism, to multiplicity, to contextual relativism. He found that students who at 
first believed there was one right answer, later became cognizant of the validity of differing 
opinions, and finally realized that truth is affected by the context of the situation and by the 
perspective of the person involved. While Perry’s work is limited to the intellectual 
development of males, his work greatly influenced others, including researchers who studied 
women subjects (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986). 
2Other criticisms of Piaget’s theory target his research methods and the ages at which he 
asserts the four stages begin and end. 
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The research conducted by postformal theorists has important implications for the 
study of aging because it proposes that cognitive development does not remain frozen at the 
end of one’s teenage years or early twenties. While children go through a short time period 
when they acquire massive amounts of new information, adults also undertake a pattern of 
constant learning whereby they refine their knowledge or skills as well as their thought 
process. 
Since current research indicates that people do not automatically decline 
intellectually, the question that remains is why do some decline early while others remain 
active well into their seventies and eighties? The Schaie study results (1994) found that 
there are seven factors that reduce the risk of cognitive decline: absence of cardiovascular or 
other chronic diseases; living in favorable circumstances such as having above-average 
income and education levels, an intact family, and an occupation high in complexity and low 
in routine; substantial involvement in intellectually stimulating activities such as travel, 
reading, membership in clubs, and continuing education; personality style at midlife that 
allows for flexibility and ability to cope with change; being married to a spouse with high 
cognitive functioning; high levels of performance speed; and personal satisfaction with 
one’s life’s accomplishments in midlife or early old age. The situational context of 
individual lives plays a role in aging since illness and poverty affect one’s ability to age 
successfully (Schaie & Willis, 1999). However, there are differences even among healthy, 
economically secure individuals. The focus of some recent studies on aging has been an 
attempt to understand “successful aging.” 
Successful Aging 
The term “successful aging” refers to a person’s ability to adapt to aging and the 
changes that typically accompany aging (Seifert, Hoffnung, & Hoffnung, 1997). One area 
of successful aging is the maintenance of good health and certainly this is a significant 
element to one’s well being. However, freedom from disease does not guarantee successful 
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aging, nor does ill health necessitate an unproductive life. Rowe and Kahn (1998) propose 
that there are three components of successful aging: avoiding disease, maintaining high 
cognitive and physical function, and engagement with life. They see the components in a 
hierarchical order whereby “the absence of disease and disability makes it easier to 
maintain mental and physical function. And maintenance of mental and physical function in 
turn enables (but does not guarantee) active engagement with life” (p. 39). 
The MacArthur Foundation Study of Successful Aging (Rowe and Kahn, 1998) 
involves dozens of individual research projects over a ten-year period beginning in 1987 that 
attempted to discover the factors that influence successful aging. These research studies 
were interdisciplinary in nature with experts from the fields of biology, sociology, genetics, 
psychology, neurology, geriatric medicine, physiology, and neuropsychology collaborating 
rather than conducting separate studies. The projects included a longitudinal study of one 
thousand older people, brain studies in humans, and genetic and lifestyle study of hundreds 
of twins. Based on the results of these research projects, Rowe and Kahn conclude that 
successful aging involves engagement with life through “relationships with other people, 
and behavior that is productive” (p. 40). They found that engagement based in activities 
that the individual finds meaningful are important not only when one is young, but also in 
late life. 
The theories of activity and disengagement were first popular in the 1940s through 
the 1960s and attempted to identify successful aging by focusing on the factor of 
involvement. Activity theory promoted the belief that keeping active is the key to successful 
aging (Havighurst, Neugarten, and Tobin, 1968). If older people would find substitute 
social, physical, or intellectual activities to replace those roles that have been lost, they were 
expected to have more satisfaction in their lives. For example, it was suggested that older 
people who have retired and no longer have the role of employee or whose children are 
grown and married, may substitute other activities and still feel vital to society. This theory 
is based on the premise that unless disabled by ill health, older people have the same 
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psychosocial needs as younger or middle-aged people. The key was to reject the idea of 
rest and withdrawal from society. 
Disengagement theory took a different view of aging. This theory, first proposed by 
Gumming and Henry (1961), two members of the University of Chicago research team that 
conducted the longitudinal Kansas City Study of Adult Life, believed that a decline in 
activity and a withdrawal from society is a normal function of aging. The study involved a 
ten-year investigation of a sample of 275 people between the ages of fifty and ninety. The 
participants were white, middle-class, married couples and they were given the Thematic 
Apperception Test (TAT). The theory of disengagement proposed that withdrawal is not a 
negative and that as older people’s societal roles are lost, those who accept the fact that their 
participation in society is reduced will be better adjusted. The proponents of this theory 
believed that old age is a time of rest and disengagement from the world and that older 
people should be free from societal expectations. 
These two theories were fiercely debated in the 1960s and 1970s, but it became 
evident through further research that these are reductionist theories and there is no single 
pattern of successful aging (Neugarten, 1997). A leading proponent of activity theory, 
Bernice Neugarten, summarized the findings of a followup to the Kansas City Study by 
concluding that neither the activity nor the disengagement theory adequately explain 
successful aging (Neugarten, Havighurst & Tobin, 1968; Havighurst, Neugarten & Tobin, 
1968). While it was determined that there is a correlation between a high level of social 
activity and psychological well-being in older people, the study also showed that some older 
people had a very high level of satisfaction despite low social activity. Also, some 
individuals who have a high level of social activity and engagement reported low levels of 
satisfaction. 
One critic of the attempt to equate successful aging with life satisfaction (Fisher, 
1995) interviewed forty older adults in an attempt to identify the meanings they attach to life 
satisfaction and successful aging. The argument is that life satisfaction implies a passive 
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reflection of one s past life as opposed to the integration of one’s understanding of the past 
into present-day and future challenges. His study sought to support or refute Ryff’s 
(1989) six features critical to successful aging: sense of purpose, autonomy, environmental 
mastery, interactions with others, personal growth, and self-acceptance. Fisher found that 
successful aging and life satisfaction are different but related concepts in that “life 
satisfaction is perceived as a foundation for successful aging” (p. 246) and included such 
things as health, food, income, activity, and a home. Similar to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 
(1954), Fisher explains that subjective well-being requires the fulfillment of lower needs 
(e.g., life satisfaction) before the individual can reach the higher level needs of self- 
actualization (e.g., successful aging, integrity, generativity” (p. 246). The older people in 
his study confirmed five of the six features that Ryff found critical to successful aging. 
Only environmental mastery was not supported and may have been confused with 
autonomy. 
A variety of factors can affect successful aging and may limit one’s ability to engage 
in activities. These include issues of health, financial security, personalities, life experiences, 
and social support (Seifert, Hoffnung, & Hoffnung, 1997). The prevalent belief today is 
that individual circumstances and personalities affect older people’s ability to age 
successfully. To take on activities in an effort merely to keep busy does not automatically 
lead to a satisfying life, but those who choose to participate in “meaningful” activities in 
order to maintain a sense of purpose report greater life satisfaction (Fisher, 1995; Rowe 
and Kahn, 1998). People who prefer to maintain a slower pace also enjoy their later years 
(Belsky, 1997). 
Two personal characteristics are identified by Rowe and Kahn (1997, 1998) as 
influencing productivity in old age: education and self-efficacy. Education is a predictor of 
continued productivity in old age and there are two possible explanations for this. 
Education can influence productivity because it affects a person’s socioeconomic status and 
occupation. Higher income levels influence health and lifestyle that open up the 
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possibilities to increased opportunities for activity and volunteerism in later life. A second 
possibility is that education can influence changes in individuals that produce a desire to be 
productive. 
The characteristic of self-efficacy is a person’s confidence in his or her own 
capabilities. A finding of the Mac Arthur Study (Rowe and Kahn, 1998) was that this sense 
of mastery influences one’s productivity. Not only do those who have a positive sense of 
mastery participate in activities at higher levels, but those with a less positive sense of self 
can improve their self-efficacy. Rowe and Kahn found that three factors affect a shift to 
greater self-reliance: “an opportunity to undertake a specific action that challenges one’s 
sense of self-sufficiency without overwhelming it; the presence of supportive and 
reassuring others; and the experience of succeeding at something with confirming feedback 
from others” (p. 176). By undertaking an activity that brings a sense of value, one’s self¬ 
esteem is elevated and that, in turn, increases the likelihood of participating in future 
activities. 
Moody warns against equating successful aging with the dominant social view that 
activity is a sign of productive life: “Productive aging constitutes a reformulation of what 
later life should be in terms of the dominant values of the Modern Age: growth, energy, 
activity, accumulation, and efficacy in shaping the world around us” (1993a, p. 36). 
However, this idea can also defeat us when we can no longer be “productive.” He says, 
“We need a wider vision of what late-life productivity may mean, a vision that includes 
values such as altruism, citizenship, stewardship, creativity, and the search for faith” (p. 38). 
This view agrees with the notion that aging individuals have a choice as to what constitutes 
successful aging for them. By participating in activities, whether the activity be traveling 
around the world, volunteering in a school, babysitting a grandchild, or reading a book, 
people have a better chance of having a successful older life if they choose activities that 
have meaning to them. This includes solitary activities that may provide individuals an 
opportunity for reflection on their lives. 
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The themes of productivity and reflection can be found in Erickson’s theory which 
is a cornerstone of psychosocial development (1963). His stage theory is based on the 
premise that there is a relationship between the individual and society and that individual 
growth occurs within a social context. Erickson’s theory centers on eight stages of 
development. Those aged 35-65 are concerned with the conflict of generativity versus 
stagnation while those aged 65 and older are involved with integrity versus despair. 
Generativity is defined by Erickson as “primarily the concern in establishing and guiding 
the next generation” and he goes on to clarify that “the concept generativity is meant to 
include such popular synonyms as productivity and creativity” (p. 267). Generativity may 
manifest itself as the desire to help future generations or to be a productive member of 
one’s own generation, but it always involves looking beyond one’s self. The crisis at this 
stage may occur when an individual has no children to counsel or assist or if the children 
have grown and left the family home. Or retirement may trigger the crisis if the person feels 
that he or she has nothing to offer society without a job. The key is that the event itself does 
not trigger the crisis but rather how the individual reflects upon and responds to the event. 
Reflection is also critical when older people enter the integrity versus despair stage. 
The ability to look back over one’s life and accept its order and meaning is a sign of ego 
integrity and successful aging. Those who cannot resolve the past or who have no control 
over their life decisions, face despair and fear of death. The term “life review” was coined 
by Robert Butler (1963) to define the process of looking back in an attempt to make sense 
of one’s own life and experiences through reflection. It is currently encouraged as an 
activity for older people (Belsky, 1997) and often accomplished through the writing or 
videotaping of memoirs. 
Erickson had a major impact on development theory, but his theory has been 
criticized as “unclear, poorly defined, and difficult to test using rigorous scientific 
methods” (Shulz & Salthouse, 1999, p. 166). It did influence other researchers to explore 
development issues beyond childhood and adolescence. Some theorists began exploring 
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adult development in terms of life events. These life-event theorists define adulthood in 
relation to specific occurrences in one’s life (Levinson, 1978, 1996; Sheehy, 1976, 1995). 
Life-event theories have an appeal because they are “simple enough for the general public 
to comprehend, they appear to reflect basic truths about human development, and because 
they propose that we continue to grow and develop throughout our lives” (Shulz & 
Salthouse, 1999, p. 168). However, one criticism of these types of theories is the failure to 
deal with individual differences in the timing of life events. In our modem age, these 
differences have become even more pronounced. 
Linear vs Cyclic Theories of Development 
The aging of our population and increased longevity have influenced the linear stage 
theories of human development. When people lived for only forty or fifty years it was 
essential that key personal and social tasks be accomplished by certain ages. Events such as 
education, marriage, parenthood, and establishment of a career occurred in sequential order 
and usually only once in a lifetime. The path was linear, moving in one direction from 
childhood to old age. This tradition was also prescribed by laws that dictated when to enter 
and complete school, when to vote, when to legally drink alcohol, and when to begin and end 
work. This linear life plan was based on the assumption that most of life’s activity needed 
to occur in the first part of life because the second half was marked by decline. The major 
life activities of education, work, and leisure always followed in that same order during 
youth, middle age, and then old age. 
In today’s society, people are choosing to order their lives differently. Some people 
may choose to concentrate on careers during their twenties and thirties and marry and have 
children during their forties. People change jobs and careers frequently, sometimes 
returning to school for retraining. The age of sixty-five has traditionally been considered 
the age of retirement since the receipt of Social Security benefits is set for that age. When 
the Social Security legislation was enacted in 1935, the average person did not live much 
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longer than the age of sixty-five. Retirement was viewed as a time of leisure at best and 
often a time of physical and mental decline. Today, the average 65-year-old retiree can 
expect to live another twenty years and in relatively good health. Some may choose leisure 
activities, but many choose to continue working full-time or part-time. In 1995 almost 3.7 
million men and women over age 65 participated in the labor force and almost 12 percent of 
those over age 65 were employed (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1995). 
Peter Laslett attempts to provide an alternative way of viewing life development for 
adults who do not necessarily develop in a chronological pattern, but in a growth and 
development pattern that allows for development appropriate to situation and ability. His 
“four ages” theory identifies the time in life traditionally called retirement as the “Third 
Age” (1989). The Third Age is a time of freedom to satisfy personal ambitions and needs 
through an exploration of activities and interests. 
The traditional linear plan of education, followed by work, followed by 
leisure/retirement is changing to an acceptance of a more cyclic plan (Rowe and Kahn, 
1998). The cyclic plan is a blending, reordering, and repeating of life tasks or activities 
according to desire. Neugarten criticized the life-event theories when she declared: 
My students and I have studied what happens to people over the life cycle... 
We have found great trouble clustering people into age brackets that are 
characterized by particular conflicts; the conflicts won’t stay put, and neither 
will the people. Choices and dilemmas do not sprout forth at ten-year intervals, 
and decisions are not made and then left behind as if they were merely beads 
on a chain (1980, p. 289). 
The social time clock that past generations used as a timetable to accomplish life tasks is no 
longer set the same for everyone. 
This current understanding that circumstances and choice may influence successful 
aging steers our society towards breaking the age barrier. An age-irrelevant society offers 
the possibility of work, education, and leisure at any time during the life span. Elimination 
of the age norms constructed by society increases options for older people and allows for a 
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wider array of “meaningful” opportunities for those who desire them. For some older 
32 
people, such meaningful opportunities include the opportunity to participate in educational 
experiences. 
Although there exists today a variety of formal and informal educational 
opportunities for older adults in this country, that has not always been the case. As a 
society we first needed to move beyond an understanding of education only for the young 
to an acceptance of the usefulness of education for the old. The next section will review this 
historical progression to the present-day understanding of the benefits of lifelong learning. 
Development of Educational Programs for Older Adults 
As more research becomes available on aging and late life development, theories on 
aging change, as do social and institutional attitudes. These changes in the understanding of 
old age affect policies on aging including educational policies. The development of 
educational programming for older adults can be examined within the context of an 
historical and theoretical framework. Moody (1976) proposes four “modal patterns” that 
identify the changes in social attitudes toward old people over time: rejection, social services, 
participation, and self-actualization. The four stages represent distinct treatment of older 
people based on theories of knowledge and assumptions about the meaning of old age. As 
the theories evolved over time, so did the philosophy of providing education to old people. 
This next section reviews the literature concerning the development first of adult 
education in the United States and then of older adult education. This historical perspective 
demonstrates how institutions of higher education eventually provided older people access 
to educational programs and how public policies and social attitudes also changed. 
History of Adult Education in the United States 
When people were expected to die at an early age, society provided education only 
for the young. Even when the average life expectancy began to lengthen, the cognitive needs 
of older adults were overshadowed by concern for their physical needs. The dominant 
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belief was that old people neither needed, nor were they capable of, further education. 
Despite this popular sentiment, there is evidence of educational opportunities for adults in 
this country as far back as the eighteenth century. 
One example of early, informal adult education opportunities were the coffee houses 
of the 1700s that provided reading and writing material for customers. They were also 
popular locations to distribute political propaganda (Long, 1981). Another example was a 
discussion group called Junto that was established by Benjamin Franklin in 1727. For 
thirty years this study group of twelve people met weekly to discuss community and social 
issues of the day. It influenced the creation of the first lending libraries in the United States 
and the American Philosophical Society (Peterson, 1990; Hiemstra, 1998; Manheimer, 
Snodgrass, & Moscow-McKenzie, 1995). 
These types of informal learning programs indicate an interest on the part of adults 
to obtain and share new knowledge as well as a cultural belief in the importance of an 
informed citizenry to a democracy (Hiemstra, 1998). Another example of adult education 
programs outside the formal academic setting of higher education is the American Lyceum 
(Peterson, 1983, 1990; Hiemstra, 1998). The first lyceum was established in Millbury, 
Massachusetts in 1826 and the concept soon spread to other states. It was a lecture series 
designed to convey useful information to people in the rural areas of the country who had 
no access to public education. This movement lasted for one hundred years. In 1874, the 
Chautauqua, a summer series of tent performances, was introduced at Lake Chautauqua, 
New York. It was soon duplicated in other parts of the country. The Chautauqua attracted 
adults interested in religious studies, liberal arts, and the performing arts. Large numbers of 
older adults still attend the New York Chautauqua today (Hiemstra, 1998; Manheimer et al., 
1995). 
Home study programs were also developed based on courses offered by written 
correspondence. These correspondence courses were so well received by the public that the 
University of Chicago incorporated them into its programming when it opened in 1892 
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(Stephan, 1948). Extension courses featuring hired lecturers presenting various topics were 
first offered by community libraries and literary societies and they flourished throughout 
the country. At first the only connection to higher education was that the lecturers were 
usually professors who taught at the universities. Universities accepted the concept of 
extension courses and began offering them only when it became clear how popular and 
appealing they were. Despite the delayed sponsorship of extension courses by higher 
education, the resulting University Extension Movement was an attempt to address the 
needs of adult and working-class people who could not attend the traditional colleges as 
full-time students (Stephan, 1948). 
During the Progressive Era, American colleges and universities confronted the 
realities of educating adults, the poor, and working-class citizens (Stephan, 1948; Gorelick, 
1982; Altenbaugh, 1990; Knight, 1907). The People’s College was founded in 1858 to 
educate farmers, mechanics, women, adults, and other working-class people. The 
Breadwinners’ College, the dream of Thomas Davidson, opened in 1890 and inspired 
programs such as City College of New York’s Evening Division, the first evening college in 
the country that offered courses leading to a degree. Through such programs for adults, 
Davidson envisioned “the level of democracy raised” because such education would 
provide new opportunities to the working class (Dublin, 1948, p. 211). 
Although institutions of higher education eventually began to recognize that not only 
young people desired a college education and that it would be beneficial for institutions to 
provide access to adults, many universities were often inflexible in their methods of dealing 
with the different needs of adults (Stephan, 1948; Altenbaugh, 1990). Faculty faced 
learners of differing ages, preparation, and experience, but were not equipped to deal with 
such diversity within their classrooms. Between 1906 and 1913 some universities attempted 
to resolve this dilemma by developing separate extension administrative departments dealing 
solely with adult programs. By changing the methods of delivery these institutions created 
a separate system for adults. For example, Boston College, Boston University, and 
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Simmons College offered Saturday and late afternoon classes and the University of 
Cincinnati offered classes until 9:30 at night (Reber, 1914). Yet many colleges accepted 
adult students only if they could fit into the traditional programs offered during traditional 
times. They provided access, but did not accommodate or take into consideration that the 
needs of adults may differ from those of younger students. These attitudes did not see 
widespread change until the G.I. Bill of 1944. 
Besides the creation of workers’ colleges and extension programs, an event 
occurred that affected higher education’s view towards adult students. After World War II 
there was a huge increase in the student population and the demographic profile of that 
population changed greatly. The G.I. Bill of Rights of 1944 rewarded veterans with free 
college education. Between 1945-1949 over two million veterans enrolled - more than 
three times the projected figure. Of the nationwide graduates of the Class of 1949,70% 
were veterans (Pittman and Osborn, 2000). 
These rapid changes forced the American higher education system to deal with a 
new kind of student body that was older and more mature than traditional-age students. 
New institutional policies and curricula had to be designed to assist these adult students in 
meeting their educational goals (Brint & Karabel, 1989; McWhinney, 1990; Lamdin and 
Fugate, 1997). According to Pittman and Osborn (2000), “these young adults radically 
changed the landscape of higher education” and “as a group, quickly earned a reputation as 
serious, hard-working young people” (p. 21). 
Not only did the G. I. Bill provide the opportunity for higher education to a 
generation with little expectation of obtaining a college education, but it changed the linear 
way society had always viewed education. It was no longer a universal pattern to participate 
in formal education without interruption. 
This first large-scale growth in adult enrollment was repeated to a lesser extent in the 
1970s with a different group. Many adult women began to enter institutions of higher 
education to either begin or complete college degrees. Many were called displaced 
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homemakers” due to the circumstances of divorce, separation, or death of a spouse. 
Needing to become marketable in order to enter the job market, these women sought an 
education in great numbers. The 1976 Vocational Education Act provided federal funds for 
such retraining (Rice & Meyer, 1989; Brazziel, 1989). Again society and institutions of 
higher education realized the need for education for adults. 
With this brief history we can see that adult education existed in a variety of formats 
both on and off campuses. Although colleges and universities eventually developed 
programs to educate adults, they were not leaders in this movement, but followers of 
growing external public demand (Stephan, 1948). And it was not until the 1960s and early 
1970s that interest in adult education for those in their retirement years began to seriously 
develop. It was during this time period that social attitudes towards aging began to change 
as life expectancy increased and the activity theory became popular. Demand for 
educational opportunities for older people began to increase. Just as with the returning 
World War II veterans and the “displaced homemakers,” institutions of higher education 
faced the challenge of a new constituency. Interestingly, many of today’s older learners 
who are seeking further education may have been among those who took advantage of the 
G.I. Bill or funding for “displaced homemakers.” As attitudes changed and demand 
increased, so did institutional and social policies toward older adult education and various 
models emerged. These models were influenced by the philosophical perspectives of the 
times. 
Social Service Model of Older Adult Education 
As described in the first section of this chapter, researchers interested in the 
connection between aging and intellectual activity debated the cognitive abilities of old 
people during the early twentieth century. As new research provided information that 
cognitive functioning may actually remain stable rather than decline, attitudes toward 
educational programs for older adults eventually became more positive. Social attitudes 
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affected national policies on aging in a variety of areas including education. It was during 
this era of social conscience and liberalism that it was assumed that the best practice wus for 
the government or professionals to provide services that would be consumed by individuals 
(Moody, 1976). 
The Older Americans Act of 1965 established the Administration on Aging and was 
also instrumental in providing funding to colleges and universities to develop and expand 
graduate programs and research in gerontology (Manheimer et al., 1995). The field of 
gerontology had only been in existence as an academic discipline since the 1940s, and 
federal funding provided the momentum for research in understanding and addressing the 
physical, psychological, and social needs of older adults. 
Another major development affecting federal policy was the White House 
Conference on Aging in 1971 (Peterson, 1990; Manheimer et al., 1995). It emphasized the 
theme of the educational needs of older people and recommended more funding to provide 
opportunities for programs. Howard Yale McClusky, a pioneer first in adult education and 
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then in what would become known as educational gerontology , provided a key background 
paper for the conference. He was instrumental in posing the ideas of education for older 
adults as an undertaking that would have positive results and that older people are capable of 
improvement, growth, and contribution. This approach differed from other aspects of 
gerontology that focused on protection and support of dependent elderly (Hiemstra, 1998). 
McClusky offered the following long-range goals for older adult education: 
(1) To help older people grow in the fulfillment of their lifetime potential, thus 
assuring them the means of attaining a self-respecting level of well-being, 
freedom to cultivate a good life, and freedom to develop a partnership role in 
promoting the welfare of society; 
^Educational gerontology is defined as “the study and practice of instructional endeavors 
for and about aged and aging individuals. It can be viewed as having three distinct, although 
interrelated aspects: (1) educational endeavors designed for persons who are middle aged and older, 
(2) educational endeavors for a general or specific public about aging and older people; and (3) 
educational preparation of persons who are working or intend to be employed in serving older 
people in professional or paraprofessional capacities.” (Peterson, 1976, p. 62) 
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(2) To assist older people in developing the abilities uniquely available in the 
later years (e.g., wisdom and contributive abilities) and to assist the society 
in utilizing the abilities so developed; 
(3) To help older people serve as models of lifelong fulfillment for emulation 
and for the guidance of upcoming generations; 
(4) To create a climate of acceptance by both older persons and the society of 
the desirability, legitimacy, and feasibility of the preceding goals; 
(5) To help society understand the need and provide the support for quality 
education for everyone of all ages as a continuing opportunity in lifelong 
learning; 
(6) As an essential part of this comprehensive program of continuing education 
(goal 5), to provide specialized programs to meet the particular needs of the 
older segment of the population, illustrative of which (but not definitive of) 
are the need for mental and physical health, for adequate income, for 
adequate housing, for adjusting to and making the most of relations with the 
immediate and extended family, for making wise use of leisure time, and 
especially for preretirement education for dealing with these and related 
issues; and 
(7) To make special provisions for delivering educational programs to ‘hidden 
populations’ of older people, usually nonparticipant and isolated from the 
mainstream of community services (McClusky, 1971 as cited in Manheimer 
et al., 1995, p. 139). 
These proposals were endorsed by the 1971 White House Conference on Aging and are 
significant in that they do not single out older people as needy or entitled, but as having a 
role in society and a responsibility to share their abilities with younger generations. 
Federal legislation was created in the wake of the 1971 White House Conference on 
Aging. The Older American Comprehensive Services Amendment of 1973 created the 
Federal Council on Aging and the National Information and Resource Clearinghouse for 
the Aging. It provided grants for state library and education programs for older adults. 
Grants also became available to train people to work with older adults. 
These federal policies on aging had a significant impact and inspired the creation of 
many community-based educational programs. Educational programs for older adults 
began to develop at public libraries and senior centers (Manheimer, 1997; Manheimer et al., 
1995). During this time period, many such programs focused on providing seniors with 
craft classes, recreational offerings, or classes on how to deal with the problems of 
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aging. It was a stage in the development of older adult education that is identified as a 
“social service model” of learning (Moody, 1976, 1988) because old people were generally 
viewed as dependent and needing assistance. Despite the efforts of pioneers such as 
McClusky, gerontologists contributed to this view by concentrating on “the problems of a 
relatively small percentage of the aged population; few were concerned with the experiences 
and problems of the relatively healthy and able aged” (Caro, Bass & Chen, 1993, p. 4). 
This “medicalization” of gerontology focused on decline and the problems of dementia 
and physical failures. Little research involved wellness and the factors that can positively 
affect aging (Lamdin and Fugate, 1997). 
There was some basis for this focus on the needy since until the late 1960s about 
one-third of the senior population lived in poverty and the median level of education was 
eight years (Manheimer et ah, 1995). The effort to alleviate the problems of aging 
inadvertently fostered the belief that aging means decline. The 1990 census revealed that the 
poverty level of the senior population dropped to 12%, 60% had completed high school, 
12% had completed four years or more of college, and over 70% reported excellent or good 
health (Manheimer et ah, 1995). 
Providing the “social service model” of educational opportunities was believed to 
be a way of engaging old people in activities that would prevent social isolation and 
intellectual decline. Although such recreational programs were no doubt beneficial to some, 
programs of a more academic or intellectual nature were rare. This social service model of 
programming for older adults was based on the philosophical perspective that there are 
major differences between the old and the young. These differences encouraged a 
separation between the two groups and influenced the development of educational programs 
that segregated old people. 
Senior centers. 
Senior centers were first established by social workers in an effort to bring old 
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people together to socialize and participate in activities with other old people (Eisen, 1998; 
Lowy and O’Connor, 1986). Throughout the 1950s and 1960s these centers were 
supported by local funding and nonprofit agencies (Manheimer et al., 1995). Senior centers 
developed into multiservice agencies that provided “hot meals and nutrition education, 
health education, employment services, transportation assistance, social work services, 
educational activities, creative arts programs, recreation, leadership, and volunteer 
opportunities” (Manheimer et al., p. 67). 
While the fundamental health needs of the elderly have traditionally been the main 
focus of senior centers, in more recent years these centers have tried to expand their 
educational offerings to meet the needs of today’s elderly. In order to attract younger 
retirees not interested in nutrition or transportation services, they attempt to offer a wider 
variety of programs (Eisen, 1998). Depending upon availability of funds and resources 
some centers provide activities that include “arts and crafts, nature studies, science and 
outdoor life, drama, physical activity, music, dance, table games, special social activities, 
literary activities, excursions, hobby or special interest groups, ESL classes, speakers, 
lectures, movies, forums, round tables, and community service projects” (Manheimer et al., 
1995, p. 68). 
But cutbacks and fluctuations in funding often force many senior centers to ignore 
the increasingly diverse needs of their clientele in order to focus on the instrumental needs 
of the most dependent (Eisen, 1998). In doing so, the administrators of these senior centers 
realize that they risk becoming less appealing to younger retirees who will look elsewhere 
for educational opportunities. 
Public libraries. 
Public libraries exist to meet the informational needs of peoples of all ages. An 
examination of the period from the 1950s to the 1970s reveals that libraries also followed 
the social service model of providing service to the needy or dependent elderly. Services to 
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the homebound or institutionalized elderly were funded by Title III of the Older Americans 
Act of 1965. Librarians needed education and training to provide special services to older 
people and the Higher Education Act of 1965 provided funding for such training. 
Resources such as large-print materials, bookmobiles, and books-by-mail became available. 
Library resources could be brought directly to retirement homes or senior centers to provide 
for those elderly that could not access the libraries (Manheimer et al., 1995). 
A study of library services dedicated to older adults that was conducted for the 1971 
White House Conference on Aging demonstrated a need for an increase in services. This 
led to a 1973 law to provide grants to states for library services to old people. However, this 
law was never funded (Manheimer et al., 1995). The Lifelong Learning Act of 1976 was 
another act of legislation passed by Congress that was never funded (Peterson & 
Masunaga, 1998). It was to have encouraged the expansion of educational opportunities for 
older adults. 
Sporadic federal, state, and local funding have restricted the development of 
programs for the elderly at local senior centers and libraries and other organizations as well. 
Providing educational programs to older adults based on the social service model of the 
mid-twentieth century created an environment that encouraged funding primarily for 
dependent elderly. The focus was on the “problems” of aging and eliminating isolation. 
Funding became available depending upon the political climate and the public’s interest. 
This caused program availability to fluctuate and, in turn, prevented much research on the 
effectiveness of such programs (Manheimer et al., 1995). During the 1970s, attitudes 
toward older adults began to shift again and this produced new efforts at educational 
programs and funding for such programs. 
Mainstreaming of Older Adult Education 
As the disengagement theory became less popular, public opinion began to shift 
away from the passivity of the social service model toward one of encouraging participation 
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in mainstream society. The emerging philosophical perspective viewed healthy older adults 
as the same as everyone else and it was believed to be inappropriate to segregate them from 
other age groups. 
In response to the federal government’s growing interest in serving older adults, 
states also began to review educational policies for this group. During the 1970s, many 
states instituted tuition-waiver programs for seniors at their public colleges. Tuition-waiver 
programs allow persons over the age of 65 to register for any course offered by a state 
college or university at no charge (often on a space-available basis). It was believed that 
tuition expense was the only barrier to higher education for seniors and by eliminating this 
barrier seniors would not hesitate to attend college courses (Chelsvig & Timmermann, 
1979; 1982). 
As with their treatment of the first adult students who accessed higher education, 
colleges and universities that accepted older adults did not take into consideration any 
unique needs or differences in learning styles. This “mainstreaming” approach was based 
on the philosophy that the older adult learner was the same as any other student (Moody, 
1976, 1988). By adopting this approach, colleges and universities began to provide access 
to older adults in response to the change in societal attitudes toward elders and the 
increasing demand for educational opportunities on the part of older people themselves. 
Cost can be one barrier to higher education for older adults (Danner, Danner, & 
Kuder 1993), but although there are over a thousand existing programs in all but eleven 
states, participation rates remain low (Romaniuk, 1984; Fischer, 1991; Fischer et al., 1992; 
Manheimer et al., 1995). A 1991 National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) study 
reported that less than 1 % of students enrolled in undergraduate credit programs were over 
the age of sixty-five (Manheimer et al.). Since these programs are designed with the 
assumption that removing the financial barriers would increase senior enrollment, the results 
are disappointing. 
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The next chapter will review tuition-waiver programs in more depth, but it is 
important to note here that the change in societal and institutional attitude provided the 
climate for the mainstreaming approach to education for older adults. As with adult 
learners, when it became acceptable to provide learning opportunities, higher education 
opened its doors to older adult learners without necessarily considering their needs. When 
the negative image of old age began to become outdated, it was replaced with the idea that 
old people were the same as everyone else (Moody, 1988; Manheimer et al., 1995). As 
Moody explains in regard to adult educators’ acknowledgement of lifelong learning, 
“When they did so, they thought, not in terms of innovation, but in terms of the traditional 
liberal idea of open access” (1988, p. 205). 
During the 1970s there was little research on older adult learners and their 
motivations for wanting to participate in educational programs. As this research became 
available4 it was determined that older learners may have different learning goals and 
learning styles from traditional age or adult students (Manheimer et al., 1995; Moody, 
1988). Merely removing a perceived financial barrier did not motivate many older adults to 
participate in tuition-waiver programs. K. Patricia Cross states, 
Such tuition-waiver programs appear to fly in the face of...the evidence offered 
in the needs assessments...Courses designed for academic credit are not likely 
to meet the identified needs of the elderly, and they are likely to be conducted in 
a competitive atmosphere, even if the adult learner is not a direct competitor. 
Moreover, classroom lectures or other traditional methods of instruction do not 
utilize the experience of older learners and their desire to contribute to the 
discussion...Finally, free tuition, while nice, does not appear to remove a major 
barrier to learning for older people (as cited in Moody, 1988, p. 206). 
Although the tuition-waiver policy applies to all state institutions, it is the community 
colleges, created with the mission to serve everyone within their communities, that would 
seem to most welcome older adults. They appear to be compatible to the needs of older 
adults who need retraining according to Caro, Bass, & Chen who cite the following reasons: 
4Chapter Two will review the demographic profile and motivations of the older learner. 
44 
(1) the vast majority of the population in this country is within commuting distance 
of a community college, (2) these institutions can offer programs at substantially 
lower cost than four-year institutions, (3) they have shown that they can be flexible 
in program design, (4) many work closely with local employers and in some cases 
design programs specifically for them, and (5) they have extensive experience in 
working with nontraditional, or older, students (1993, p. 19). 
However, even community colleges do not necessarily consider the unique needs of older 
adults a priority when faced with all of the constituencies they must serve. Research by 
Doucette & Ventura-Merkel (1991) indicates that only a minority of community colleges 
offer programs specific to the needs of older adults. Their survey of community colleges 
reveals that the community colleges’ preferred method of dealing with older learners is to 
mainstream them into existing courses or to offer programs more appropriate to senior 
centers. Responses to the survey included availability of tuition-free courses or crafts, 
exercise, hobbies, financial management or trips. They did not include job retraining or 
liberal arts. 
In the 1980s, institutions of higher education, along with the rest of the country, 
could not avoid being confronted with the ever-growing age wave. The increase in the 
numbers of healthy, older adults in the last fifteen to twenty years has influenced the 
demand for services that cater to them and these include educational opportunities. As we 
learned more about the aging process, we began to understand more about the diverse 
capabilities of old people. Older adults began to be seen as having different needs or 
desires from young or even middle-aged learners, and higher education began to respond to 
them in a new way. 
Creative Retirement Era of Older Adult Education 
The last two decades of the twentieth century was a time when late life development 
theory began to use the terms successful aging, productive aging, and creative retirement. 
Research began to demonstrate that intelligence did not necessarily decline automatically 
with advancing age. A new philosophical perspective began to view the elderly as having the 
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ability to be independent, active, and productive. In order to accommodate this emerging 
view of seniors as capable of active participation and governance over their own lives, 
colleges and universities began to develop academic programs specifically aimed at seniors. 
These programs include Elderhostel and Learning in Retirement Institutes. The next 
chapter will review the literature on these two models as well as the tuition-waiver model of 
older adult programming. Both Elderhostel and Learning in Retirement Institutes are age- 
segregated programs in that they are designed to appeal specifically to older adults. 
Elderhostel was created to provide study/travel opportunities for retirees. Originally these 
programs were housed on college campuses and eventually expanded to sites around the 
United States as well as in foreign countries. These programs appealed to retirees who had 
the money and time to travel, but who wanted more than the typical vacation. These older 
adults wanted to learn while they travelled and colleges fulfilled this need by providing non¬ 
credit courses by college faculty. 
Eventually, the popularity of Elderhostel programs led colleges and universities to 
develop the concept of Learning in Retirement Institutes (LRIs). LRIs are campus-based 
membership organizations for older adults. Rather than travel to distant sites, members can 
participate in learning experiences in their own communities on a year-round basis. A key 
factor is that members often teach the courses that are offered. This highlights the idea that 
older people are able to contribute and produce, not merely consume. LRIs use the 
experience of older people in classroom settings that promote dialogue. According to 
Moody, “Education based on dialogue means that older people must be both teachers and 
learners (1990, p. 32). 
Besides sharing the age-integrated characteristic, LRIs and Elderhostel share the 
common feature of being focused on academic, liberal arts programming. In this respect 
they differ from the earlier social service model of programs for older adults that featured 
topics that were either oriented toward crafts or solving a problem of old age such as 
nutrition or retirement planning. These new models acknowledge that older adults have 
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other interests besides the issues of aging. Moody refers to these models as attempts to 
encourage the self-actualization of older people (1988). 
Federal policies reflected the shift in social attitudes toward late-life education. The 
1981 White House Conference on Aging held a miniconference devoted to the educational 
needs of older adults. The theme of the Lifelong Learning and Aging miniconference was 
“Self-Sufficiency” (Moody, 1988). Although the topics dealt with issues such as 
retraining of older workers, coping skills, and volunteerism, they also included liberal 
education. This represents an acceptance of the positive benefits of education for older 
adults. But it also reflects the growing trend toward personal responsibility that began to 
affect federal funding. 
The 1980s brought the domestic budget cutbacks of the Reagan Era that led to the 
elimination of many social service programs. And the political environment of the country 
continued to shift during the 1990s, affecting many social policies including those 
concerning issues on aging. The themes of “deficit reduction, program reform, state 
experimentation, elimination of waste and redundancy, and individual responsibility... 
coupled with the demographic forces of the growing number of elderly, especially as the 
Baby Boom ages toward retirement, have changed the face of aging policy” (Steckenrider 
& Parrott, 1998, p. 1). Social policies that had been created under Presidents Franklin 
Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson to provide for older people such as 
Social Security, Medicaid, Medicare, and the Older Americans Act had always been 
accepted by society and both Republican and Democratic administrations. The Reagan and 
Bush Eras inspired a push for decreased federal intervention and funding and more 
personal, family, and local support (Torres-Gil, 1998). The services that were a right of 
older people in the past began to be questioned. 
Gerontologists have succeeded in producing research that erases some of the 
stereotypes of old age and shows that the elderly are not a homogenous group of dependent, 
poor, or sick individuals. The economic burdens of aging, including the cost of medical 
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care and the worry over the long-term solvency of the Social Security program, has turned 
the country’s attention away from an entitlement consciousness for the elderly toward one 
of personal responsibility and support only for the most needy (Walker, 1999; 
Steckenrider & Parrott, 1998). 
During Bill Clinton’s presidential campaign he expressed support for Social 
Security and Medicare, but his speeches also carried the message that changes may have to 
occur to these long-standing programs (Torres-Gil, 1998). Concern for issues on aging 
was demonstrated by the Clinton administration with the elevation of the role of the 
Commissioner on Aging to that of Assistant Secretary of the Department of Health and 
Human Services (Torres-Gil). Also, the fourth White House Conference on Aging was 
held in 1995 after the Bush administration declined to call the conference in 1991 as the 
legislation authorizes (Blancato & Lindberg, 1998). The theme of the conference was 
“America Now and Into the 21st Century: Generations Aging Together with Independence, 
Opportunity, and Dignity” (Blancato & Lindberg, 1998). The six primary purposes of the 
conference are summarized as follows: 
To increase the public awareness of the interdependence of generations and the 
essential contributions of older individuals to society for the well-being of all 
generations; 
To identify the problems facing older individuals and the commonalities of the 
problems with problems of younger generations; 
To examine the well-being of older individuals, including the impact that wellness 
of older individuals has on our aging society; 
To develop such specific and comprehensive recommendations for executive and 
legislative action as may be appropriate for maintaining and improving the well¬ 
being of the aging; 
To develop recommendations for the coordination of federal policy with state and 
local needs and the implementation of such recommendations; and 
To review the status and multigenerational value of recommendations adopted at 
previous White House Conferences on Aging. (Blancato & Lindberg, 1998, pp. 93- 
94). 
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Resolutions approved during the conference included the elevation of the Older Americans 
Act to the same status as Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security. This was an indication 
of the importance of community services, including educational programs, to the lives of 
older Americans (Torres-Gil, 1998). 
This federal policy was based on an awareness of the need for continued services 
for dependent elderly and a shifting social attitude toward a new understanding of the 
independence of well elderly. The reauthorization of the Older Americans Act 
demonstrated this by advocating the delivery of services that “relied on local and senior 
citizen input through area and state plans” (Torres-Gil, 1998, p. 83). Agencies that were 
part of the network of aging incorporated the elderly into their advisory bodies. Their input 
was taken into consideration for local programs such as seniors centers, meal programs, 
legal assistance, transportation, and information systems. 
It is clear that the role of the government is crucial for programs affecting the 
country’s neediest older adults and government funding has supported the efforts of 
gerontological research (Moody, 1988). But the prevailing social attitude today is one of 
self-sufficiency for all members of society. One reason college programs such as 
Elderhostel and LRIs continue to thrive is because they are funded by older people 
themselves. Colleges and universities provide space and support for such programs, but 
they are paid for through membership dues or tuition. While it is an advantage to be 
independent of the need for governmental support, these programs can only serve 
financially secure seniors. These programs cater to the prevailing socially acceptable idea of 
being a “producer” and not a “consumer” of resources. 
Although a review of the literature on Learning in Retirement Institutes will follow in 
the next chapter, one particular institute deserves mention for its unique relationship with its 
host college. The College for Seniors was established at the University of North Carolina at 
Asheville in 1988 (Manheimer et al., 1995; Eisen, 1998; Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; Moody, 
1993b). Like other institutes, it involves its members in the creation and design of its 
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programs, but it differs from other institutes in that it operates as one program within the 
university’s North Carolina Center for Creative Retirement (NCCCR). The NCCCR is a 
network of programs that include the Senior Academy for Intergenerational Learning 
(SAIL) that connects retirees with undergraduate students and faculty to work together on 
projects; the Leadership Asheville Seniors program in which retirees contribute to lecture 
series along with civic and corporate leaders; the Senior Wellness Program that provides 
training for seniors to become Wellness Ambassadors within local hospitals; a Retirement 
Planning Program that offers seminars for corporations and individuals and assists in 
attracting retirees to the community of Asheville; and the Research Institute that conducts 
and publishes research on issues of aging. 
The North Carolina Center for Creative Retirement demonstrates the many positive 
outcomes of involving older adults in the process of educational programming. Older 
adults use their leadership and volunteer skills to contribute not only to their host institution, 
the University of North Carolina at Asheville, but to the greater community of Asheville. 
These ventures into community service and intergenerational collaboration are productive 
and benefit the older adults, the university, and the community. The key is that the 
programs and the participants are viewed as producers and not consumers of the 
university’s resources (Moody, 1993b). 
Another example of an institution of higher education that takes full advantage of the 
strength of involving older adults in their programs is the University of Massachusetts at 
Boston (Moody, 1993b; Manheimer et el., 1995). The Manning Gerontology Certificate 
program recruits older adults along with younger students to train to become advocates and 
providers within the network of aging services. Not only does this benefit the older 
learners, but the younger ones are able to understand the possibilities of aging while 
working alongside their elders. The university is committed to political and policy 
orientation within its gerontology program and the students have been active in lobbying for 
state legislation (Peterson & Masunaga, 1998). Most political activity on the part of older 
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people has been organized on the national level through organizations such as the American 
Association of Retired Persons (AARP) and the National Council on the Aging (NCOA). 
Since education issues are the jurisdiction of the state, this attention to policy on the part of 
seniors in the Manning Gerontology Certificate program is especially important. 
The University of Massachusetts/Boston has not only strengthened it own program 
by including seniors, but it assists the community by providing trained workers and 
knowledgeable activists. The Manning program has been “highlighted by The 
Commonwealth Fund as one of the most promising older-worker training programs in the 
nation” and “spotlighted in numerous television and newspaper stories, both nationally and 
locally, including the American Association for Retired Persons’ former television program 
Modem Maturity, the Chicago Tribune, the Los Angeles Times, and the Boston Globe” 
(Caro, Bass, & Chen, 1993, p. ix). The authors state, “Our perspectives have been 
significantly influenced by the direct participation of older people in our teaching, service, 
and research” (p. ix). 
These two programs are chosen as examples of older adult education that operate 
under a philosophy that is still rare in higher education. Many of today’s older adult 
programs that are sponsored by colleges and universities are successful in attracting older 
learners. These include Elderhostel, Learning in Retirement Institutes, and, to a lesser 
extent, tuition-free courses. However, these programs function at the periphery of higher 
education and are given little serious attention (Moody, 1993b). The main reason for this is 
that these programs do not contribute financially to the institution through retained earnings, 
overhead, or grants. At the same time, these older adult education programs operate outside 
the social policy framework of society that includes health care, human services, and the 
network of services for aging. The result is the perception by the general public, higher 
education, and even gerontologists that programs such as Elderhostel and Learning in 
Retirement Institutes are frills for advantaged elderly. As Moody explains. 
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In an atmosphere of fiscal constraint older-adult education programs are the 
first items to be cut. Programs to teach pottery or philosophy to retired people 
look more and more like frills to legislators in a period when school budgets 
are defeated and funds for public higher education are cut. It becomes harder 
to defend the programs, no matter how successful they have proved. Tuition- 
free, space available courses have proved to be overwhelmingly consumer-oriented, 
leisure-time activities, not serious investments in learning for productivity. The 
predictable result has been an erosion of political support for such programs at 
a time of broader economic crisis (1993b, p. 224). 
The models of older adult education adopted by the North Carolina Center for 
Creative Retirement and the University of Massachusetts at Boston are examples of a 
social-investment model that Moody believes may be the model of the future. He claims 
that unlike current approaches which he calls the “private-market approach dominant in 
continuing education” or the “social-welfare approach dominant in today’s aging service 
network” (1993b, p. 227), the social-investment model does not cast the older adult as a 
passive consumer, but as someone capable of being a producer. 
Summary 
A review of the history of older adult education and the theories of late life 
development reveal changes in social attitudes and public policy that can be linked in a loose 
chronological pattern. At first society rejected the idea of education for older adults as 
useless and unnecessary. It was uncommon to live beyond what we consider only middle 
age today and those people who did were often in ill health. In an industrial age, old people 
outlived their usefulness and educational opportunities for them made no sense. 
During the next stage, a social service philosophy was thought to best apply to old 
people. As people began to live longer lives, society faced the problems of aging including 
disease, poverty, and lack of social support. Local, state, and federal agencies attempted to 
create a network of services to care for the elderly. This catered to the belief in the passivity 
of the elderly and the disengagement theory that maintained the benefits of withdrawal from 
society. Those who were healthy were provided activities that would keep them busy and 
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fill their leisure-time hours. These activities were generally pursued in the company of other 
elders and, therefore, segregated the elderly from the rest of society. 
As more became known about the cognitive abilities of older people, there was a 
shift in public attitude toward providing educational opportunities for them. If older people 
were no different than other adults then they should be treated no differently. A movement 
toward promoting integration into society led to policies that removed financial barriers to 
higher education. However, these policies did not take into consideration that older adults 
may have different motivations for wanting to undertake educational activities than younger 
people. Although this era made attempts to remove the negative stereotypes of old age, it 
did not yet recognize the value of old people as producers and not merely consumers. 
We are now living in a time when opportunities exist for older people to engage in 
education in ways that employ their creativity and wisdom. During this stage, we are only 
beginning to understand the possibilities of self-actualization for older individuals and their 
contributions to society and future generations. It is not too early, however, to attempt to 
determine why such educational programs appeal to certain older adults and how their lives 
are affected by them. Although stereotypes of aging certainly still exist today, it is more 
common to see examples of creative retirement and an acceptance of the positive aspects of 
aging. By studying older learners who may be considered “successful agers,” we may 
discover even more about aging. 
Our understanding of old age has been constructed and reconstructed over the years 
and our public and institutional policies reflect these changes. As society’s understanding 
of late life development moves beyond the linear life plan to one that includes education, 
leisure, and work at any or every time of life, old age is being seen as a time for creativity, 
and not necessarily passivity. Some older people may choose to continue working or return 
to school for retraining. Education opens up possibilities for further self-development. 
It is the opportunity for integration of the self and transmission of knowledge that 
Moody believes is the primary task for late life. He claims, 
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Education in the last stage of life has an enormous contribution to make in 
overcoming generational barriers. Education, whether for young or old, should 
not be viewed merely as an instrumental activity tied to productivity in the monetized 
marketplace. The educational arena is a sphere where young and old can meet, 
where the gap between generations can, in part, be bridged. Education can also have 
important effects in reducing dependency and promoting capacity for autonomy 
and self-help: in health care, in nonmonetized production, in mutual aid and 
community services. Here the educational system has a natural relationship to the 
sphere of voluntary action. Finally, in leisure-time use, education involves activities 
of continuing self-development in the last stage of life. This concept of education as 
self-development, as a cultural ideal, is more than filling time. It embodies the hope 
that the abundance of life will result in a deeper quality of life. Understood in this 
way, late life education would no longer appear as a frill or a luxury. It would be 
seen as a vehicle for social productivity and personal fulfillment, or even as the 
highest goal in life in an aging society (1988, p. 76). 
Moody also explains that the experience that older people possess can be converted 
into knowledge through dialogue (1990). By being both teacher and learner as encouraged 
in the LRI model, he claims older people become active contributors to their own learning 
and to society. He believes that such an education “that teaches us to love the questions 
themselves will also teach us to tell our own story” (p. 39). He refers to this activity as 
achieving transcendence, but it is also the process of achieving generativity and integrity as 
proposed by Erickson in his final life stages. If this is true, the LRI model is not only a way 
for older people to actively participate in education, but may also contribute to a more 
successful aging process. 
As we move away from policies that enforce the idea of dependency and 
powerlessness of the elderly to ones that accept the diversity of old age, we are in a 
transition from the belief that old age is a burden to a new understanding of the possibility 
of successful and productive old age. Education can play a role in successful aging. 
Researchers and educators such as Moody and Manheimer are already convinced 
that lifelong learning can change the traditional meaning of old age. McClusky explains the 
role of education in regard to the field of gerontology: 
I have come into the field of gerontology from the domain of adult education. 
The gerontological movement is geared pretty much to the protection ot older 
people and the production of a floor of support, so that older people can live 
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in dignity and self-respect and as independently as possible. This is as it should 
be. But the educational approach is a little different. As educators, we assume 
that the client is capable of improvement (1976, p. 118). 
Lamdin and Fugate (1997) agree that education can provide new roles for those in 
old age. They argue that “elderlearning has profound meaning not only for the quality of 
the learners’ individual lives but for the whole of society” (p. ix). Research is necessary to 
confirm the theory that educational activities for older adults are more than recreational 
activities, but contribute to the well-being of these individuals and society. 
In order to understand whether colleges are providing access to the kinds of 
educational programs that best fit the needs of older learners, many questions must first be 
answered. Who are these older learners and why are they pursuing educational activities in 
their retirement years? What types of programs do they prefer? What might prevent them 
from attending such programs? 
The next chapter will review the literature on older adult learners and three different 
models of older adult education in an effort to determine the answers to these questions. 
The current research may begin to provide an understanding of what motivates older people 
to participate in educational programs. By reviewing the program models, we can begin to 
appreciate their differences, their similarities, and their appeal to older learners. 
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CHAPTER 2 
OLDER ADULT LEARNERS 
AND 
THREE MODELS OF OLDER ADULT EDUCATION 
The first chapter provides evidence that older adults are able to learn. This 
chapter addresses the question of whether older adults have the desire to learn. By simply 
reviewing the statistics we find that Americans over the age of 60 are currently seeking to 
continue, renew, or begin their studies in higher education in increasing numbers. Only two 
percent of that age group participated in formal learning experiences in 1974, five percent in 
1981, and up to thirteen percent in 1991 according to Harris Surveys, Census Bureau 
studies, and National Center for Education Statistics (as cited in Moody, 1986; Lamdin and 
Fugate, 1997; Peterson, 1981; Manheimer, Snodgrass & Moskow-McKenzie, 1995). 
Over the last two decades there has been much written about older adult learners and 
their reasons for participating in educational programs. The first section of this chapter 
includes a review of the literature that provides a broad picture of older adult learners by 
describing their common characteristics and motivations. Possible barriers that might 
prevent older adults from participation are also explored. The second section of this chapter 
identifies three program models of older adult education. Research on Learning in 
Retirement Institutes, Elderhostel, and tuition-free programs are reviewed in an effort to 
provide an understanding of the similarities and differences among these programs as well 
as the critical issues arising from the education of older adults. 
Older Adult Learners 
Demographic Profile of Older Adult Learners 
People of all ages take part in a variety of formal and informal learning experiences. 
Informal education for older people can range from self-study to programs offered through 
56 
organizations such as senior centers or public libraries. In our high technology age, 
opportunities are increasing for older learners to participate in both formal and informal 
educational programs through the use of computers. But for the purposes of this study, 
formal education will be defined as programs sponsored by institutions of higher education. 
While older people are as diverse as any other category of people, research 
demonstrates that there is a “typical” older adult learner. The demographic profile of a 
typical older adult participating in learning programs at institutions of higher education 
would describe a white female with a high level of education, a middle to high income, and 
in self-reported good health (Bynum, Cooper, & Acuff, 1978; Peterson, 1981; Lamdin & 
Fugate, 1997; Danner, Danner, & Kuder, 1993; Puccio, 1995; Scala, 1996). The age of 
such learners can range from 50s-90s with the average age being 70. 
Most research studies find that in older adult education programs women 
outnumber men. It is not unusual to find that 75% of program participants are female 
(Clough, 1992). While it is common knowledge that women outlive men by an average of 
seven years, there may be other reasons for the low number of men involved in formal 
learning besides survival rates. Men often continue to work longer than women or they 
have developed other interests outside of the home and family that occupy their time. 
Level of education is a predictor of participation in continuing education programs. 
It has been documented in adult education that “the more education people have, the more 
education they want, and the more they participate in further learning activities” (Cross, 
1981, p. 15). It is not surprising, therefore, that level of education is also one of the primary 
predictors of participation in older adult education. Although many older adult education 
programs have no minimum educational requirement stated in their admissions 
requirements, many of those people who participate have had some high school education 
and many have college and professional degrees. A University of Maryland study found 
that 88% of older adult learners had some college background and 65% had bachelor’s or 
advanced degrees (Perkins & Robertson-Tchabo, 1981). 
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This is an important factor since the gap between the educational levels of older and 
younger people is narrowing with each generation. From the 1900s through the 1940s the 
median number of years of education attained by those sixty-five and over was 8.1 (U.S. 
Senate Special Committee on Aging, 1984). After World War I more young people began 
to graduate from high school5 and this is reflected in the education level of today’s older 
people. In 1986 the median number of years of education attained by those over the age of 
sixty-five was 11.8 (AARP, 1987). By 1995 Census figures revealed that 37% of 
Americans ages 65-74 and 30% of those 75 and older had completed 12 years of school, 
compared with 36% of those ages 25 to 34. In addition, 13% of those 65-74 and 10% of 
those 75 and older had completed four or more years of college (U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, 1995). The prediction is that by 2014, 75% of those over sixty-five will have 
attained a high school diploma or college degree (Courtenay, 1989). 
It is to be expected that as the well-educated Baby Boom generation and subsequent 
generations move into their retirement years, education may continue to be one of their 
primary interests. The percentage of older learners will most likely increase in the future 
because of the high education levels attained by the current younger cohorts. 
The lack of minority participation is common among older adult education programs 
affiliated with institutions of higher education. Since level of formal education is believed to 
be the most important predictor of continued education, one reason for this lack of diversity 
is that today’s older generation of people of color do not have as high a level of education 
as older white people. Also, some older people who recently immigrated from other 
countries do not speak English. These patterns may change as the next generation moves 
into old age. 
Research indicates that most older adult learners are in good health with few 
significant disabilities (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997). It makes sense that older adults in poor 
5Factors such as child labor laws and mandatory education laws contributed to this 
outcome. 
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health may be prevented from participation in learning programs due to physical limitations. 
However, medical research is also interested in whether continued mental stimulation 
contributes to physical health and well-being in old people. The 1990s was called the 
Decade of the Brain for the advances made in brain research. Several recent studies have 
linked learning to a healthy brain structure and these findings are exciting to researchers 
concerned with diseases such as Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s (Schmiedeskamp, 2000; 
Johnson, 2000; Goggin, 1999). The Nun Study launched in 1986 and involving 678 
elderly School Sisters of Notre Dame is considered by some to be revolutionary (Snowdon, 
2001). The nuns agreed to be studied for lengthy periods of time and to donate their brains 
to medical research. Two of the most striking findings include correlations between high 
verbal ability and a low rate of Alzheimer’s and between mentally active lifestyles and the 
avoidance of dementia. The author also proposes that the community life shared by the 
sisters provides a sense of support and respect that also helps deter Alzheimer’s disease. 
Much more research needs to be done, but the scientific literature is beginning to support 
the possibility that continued education may produce a direct effect on the brain and healthy 
living. 
The physical location of programs may also be a contributing factor to the type of 
person who participates in older adult education. One study found that participants in a 
community college program developed specifically for seniors came from the immediate 
neighborhood but did not demographically represent the 65 and older age group in the 
larger community (Bynum et al., 1978). The immediate neighborhood of the campus 
consisted mainly of residents who were white, middle class, and affluent. Seventy-five 
percent of the participants lived within a three-mile radius of the campus and the authors 
speculated that proximity may be a factor in determining participation. This could be based 
on transportation issues or a matter of knowing about a familiar institution. It would be 
interesting to determine if location is still considered a factor now that over twenty years has 
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passed since that study was conducted and the concept of older adult education is becoming 
more well known and sought out by seniors. 
Two studies revealed that those who participate in educational programs often spend 
more time reading, report greater activity in community organizations, and attend more 
social and cultural activities than those who do not participate in educational programs 
(Peterson, 1981; Clough, 1992). The ability or interest in such activities could also be 
related to level of education and socio-economic status. 
Other studies report differences in personal characteristics based on the type of 
program model. Those who were younger, more educated, and with higher income levels 
were attracted to age-integrated courses, while those who had a lower income level and less 
education were attracted to age-segregated activities (Sprouse, 1982; Clough, 1992). The 
age-segregated programs were offered by community-based agencies, whereas the age- 
integrated programs were offered by universities. Further research would help determine if 
these differences were indeed a reflection of socio-economic factors. Other influences 
could be geographic location and accessibility of the programs or differences in program 
content. Senior centers are typically found in local community settings that are accessible 
and they generally offer programs that address the “problems” of aging, craft-related 
activities, or social events such as films or trips. 
The demographic profile of those involved in formal older adult education reveals 
that they are healthy, educated, and from middle-class backgrounds. Participation in formal 
educational programs that offer curricula based on liberal arts indicates a desire for 
education for enrichment rather than a desire to fulfill a need. This coincides with Abraham 
Maslow’s 1981 White House Conference on Aging report that describes a hierarchy of 
educational needs (as cited in Feldman and Sweeney, 1989). Maslow explains that an 
individual’s physiological and safety needs must first be met before there can be any 
attempt to fulfill cognitive, aesthetic, or self-actualization needs. This theory helps to 
explain why those from lower socio-economic backgrounds do not participate in university 
60 
programs. Any interest in education may need to focus on education for coping and 
surviving rather than education for enrichment. Programs concerning health, personal 
finance, or literacy are more likely to be sponsored by community-based agencies. 
If those who participate in formal older adult education tend to be from middle or 
high income backgrounds, why do they choose to participate in an educational program 
when they have the means to fill their leisure time in a variety of ways? A further look at the 
literature on motivation can help to provide a better understanding of the older adult learner. 
Motivations of Older Adult Learners 
A review of the motivations of older learners must begin with research first 
conducted on the motivations of adult (middle-age rather than retirement-age) learners. The 
early work of Houle (1961) is the basis for much of the research on the motivations of adult 
learners. In order to identify the different reasons that adults participate in higher learning, 
Houle developed a typology according to three motivational types. The first type was 
identified as “goal-oriented” learners. This group participates because they have a specific 
need or interest. Once they identify their particular interest they fulfill their objective by 
taking a course designed to provide an understanding of their topic of interest. An example 
of goal-oriented learners are adults who return to college for a degree or for retraining. 
Their objective is usually related to career change or career advancement. 
The second type is the “activity-oriented” learner who participates for reasons less 
related to the content of the program than for the connection provided to other human 
relationships. Houle describes these learners as group joiners whose primary purpose in 
selecting educational activities is for the social contact. 
Houle’s third type is called the “learning-oriented” who seek knowledge for its 
own sake. They differ from the prior two types because for them learning is a constant 
activity rather than an occasional activity. His research demonstrates that this type tends to 
have been avid readers from a young age: They join activities and select media and cultural 
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programs for their educational benefits. Whereas the first two types participate in education 
to fulfill an immediate need for information or for social contact, this third type incorporates 
learning into their way of life. 
Researchers interested in testing Houle s typology of the motives for participation 
in adult education have used the Education Participation Scale (EPS) (Boshier, 1971). The 
EPS consists of 48 items that respondents are asked to answer using a nine-point Lickert 
scale. It identifies the six factors of Escape/Stimulation, Social Welfare, Social Contact, 
Cognitive Interest, Professional Advancement, and External Expectations as reasons for 
participation. Boshier’s results show that Houle’s three-factor typology is sound but that 
participation motives are usually more complex and often involve overlapping reasons. 
Boshier and Riddell (1978) modified the original EPS for use with older adults by 
eliminating the questions regarding job performance that they considered irrelevant. The 
researchers performed a factor analysis and tested the questionnaire for reliability and 
validity and found that the factors of Professional Advancement and External Expectations 
were not necessary for the older adults at that time. Their study was the first known use of 
a motivation instrument with a population of older adult learners. The eighty-four 
respondents were enrolled in a variety of courses specifically designed for older people. 
Results showed that they were most motivated by Cognitive Interest and Social Contact 
factors. 
It would be interesting to conduct research today that includes the Professional 
Advancement and External Expectations factors. While many Americans retire from full¬ 
time employment by or before the age of 65, many prefer to continue working in some 
capacity. Today’s seniors sometimes participate in educational programming for job 
training or retraining (Muzzarelli & Young 1992). In 1991, 18% of those 65 and older who 
participated in adult education did so through employer involvement meaning they worked 
for an employer who paid for their courses, required the training, or gave time off for the 
courses (National Center for Education Statistics, 1995). 
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Other researchers felt that although the Boshier and Riddell study provides a 
foundation for understanding the motivations of older learners, it does not allow for reasons 
involving self-fulfillment or self-actualization and the practical or job-related (Furst and 
Steele, 1986). They used an expanded list of thirty-two items to determine motivation. 
Their results yielded the following nine factors: Keeping Up/Becoming Involved; 
Fulfillment; Stimulation and Self-Maintenance; Practical Achievement/Personal 
Adjustment; Seif-Understanding/Personal Adjustment; Formal Attainment and 
Recognition; Qualifying for Privileges; Prerequisite Knowledge; and Intellectual 
Stimulation and Enjoyment. 
Furst and Steele’s results agreed with those of Boshier and Riddell in that cognitive 
interest was the primary motivator as identified by the highest rated factor of Intellectual 
Stimulation and Enjoyment. High ranking items included the following: to leam for the joy 
of learning, to acquire knowledge on a particular subject, to keep my mind active and alert 
by making intellectual demands upon it, and to satisfy an inquiring mind. Of slightly less 
importance than found in the earlier Boshier and Riddell study were areas of social contact 
including to participate in group activity, to share a common interest with a friend, and to 
participate in community work. Of low rank were factors of Self-Understanding and 
Personal Adjustment such as to gain insight into my personal problems or to help me 
during a crisis and the factor of Formal Attainment and Recognition such as to earn a 
degree. 
It seems clear that older adults participate in education for reasons that are more 
expressive while younger adults participate for more instrumental reasons. Havighurst 
(1969) was the first to apply the instrumental/expressive dichotomy to education. 
Instrumental goals refer to learning for an external objective such as the earning of a degree 
or studying for a vocation. Learning for its own sake is referred to as an expressive goal. A 
study by O’Connor (1987) specifically tested whether the instrumental/expressive 
distinction was relevant to older learners. Participants included older adults attending 
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college-sponsored, age-integrated programs involving liberal arts or career-oriented courses 
and older adults attending Elderhostel programs. Both groups indicated their motivation 
was learning for its own sake. Of the Elderhostel participants, 96.6% gave that response 
while 87.7% of those in the college programs responded similarly. Responses to open- 
ended questions confirmed the suggestion that these older learners were motivated for 
expressive reasons. They referred to the enjoyment involved in learning and their addiction 
to learning. 
These results are important despite the fact that the participants were enrolled in two 
different kinds of programs and despite the involvement of some in courses that were 
considered career-oriented, because both groups overwhelmingly indicated goals that were 
expressive rather than instrumental. It is also important to note that these programs were 
college-sponsored and perhaps older adults go elsewhere to have their instrumental 
educational goals met. 
Peterson (1983) determined that older people with instrumental needs that could be 
assisted with educational intervention do not participate in such programs. One reason 
could be socioeconomic. A study by Marcus (1978) suggests that socioeconomic 
background is a variable in the decision to participate in educational programs. Those who 
had low income were not likely to participate in programs even if they would fulfill an 
instrumental need. 
Studies have replicated and modified Houle’s early work over the years. Several 
categories of motives of older adults that are suggested by the literature include: desire for 
intellectual stimulation (Romaniuk & Romaniuk, 1982; Bynum & Seaman, 1993; Lamdin 
& Fugate, 1997), opportunity for a new experience (Romaniuk & Romaniuk), pursuit of an 
interest (Lamdin & Fugate), learning something useful (Bynum & Seaman; Puccio, 1995), 
love of learning (O’Connor, 1987; Scala, 1996), and social contact (Bynum & Seaman; 
Danner et al., 1993; Lamdin & Fugate). These motivations indicate a desire for personal 
satisfaction and social involvement rather than a way to solve problems of aging. Recent 
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findings show that older adults are also seeking new occupational skills that could expand 
their productive working years (Muzzarelli & Young 1992). Although only 18% of men 
and 8.5% of women over the age of 65 work full-time, 60% of men and 46% of women 
continue to work part-time (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1997) 
One of the most recent studies (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997) involved the mailing of the 
Elderlearning Survey (ES), a comprehensive survey on the topic of adult learning in men 
and women, to 3600 individuals between the ages of 55 and 96. Individuals were selected 
using mailing lists supplied by organizations directly involved in elderleaming. These 
included Elderhostel, Institutes for Learning in Retirement, OASIS Centers, a travel/study 
group, and AARP. Of the 912 surveys returned, 860 were suitable for use. 
The results confirmed earlier research that formal education is generally the most 
important predictor of older adult education, that more women than men participate, and that 
there is low minority involvement. Of the respondents, 67% were female and 33% were 
males; 30% were between 65-69 years of age, 29% between 70-74, and 20% between 75- 
79; the majority live independently either alone or with a spouse, but not reliant on children 
or a caregiver; 37% had a graduate or professional degree, 27% had a bachelor’s degree, 
and 18% had a 2-year degree; 87% report good to excellent health; and 94% were white. 
The motivations to participate in older adult education included the following 
responses: 80% for the joy of learning, 60% to pursue a long-standing interest or hobby, 
54% to meet people, 48% to engage in a creative activity, 44% to pursue new interests, 40% 
to fill time productively, 38% to search for meaning and wisdom, 25% to fill blanks in 
previous education, 22% to fulfill community service purpose, 5% to help in present job, 
and 2.5% to prepare for new job. Although allowed to respond to more than one answer, it 
is clear that the majority participate in educational programs for the pure pleasure of 
intellectual stimulation. Despite all of the varying classifications of motivations for older 
adult learners, those related to cognitive interests always prove to be the strongest motivator. 
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Interests are as varied as the individuals who responded to the Elderleaming Survey, 
but the most frequently noted areas of interest were art, music, travel, literature, drama, 
politics, foreign affairs, history, genealogy, philosophy, religion, nutrition, and computers. 
In response to learning style preferences the highest ranked responses included reading, 
classes, travel, and discussion. Fewer responded to learning alone, through television, 
computer programs or the Internet. 
It is important to remember that the selection process for this study included 
subjects who, by virtue of their inclusion on educational organizations’ mailing lists, were 
already identified as participants in learning programs for older adults. The results from 
this recent study are significant in that they confirm the demographic profile and 
motivations of older learners identified in earlier studies. It also confirms that educated 
older learners prefer liberal arts courses rather than courses on basic skills, health, or arts 
and crafts (Graney & Hays, 1976; Papalia-Finlay, 1981). 
Despite the ability and the desire of many older adults to take part in educational 
opportunities, not all are able to do so. Certain conditions may exist that prevent them from 
such participation. These barriers may reflect internal or external circumstances that affect 
some older people, and are described in the following section. 
Barriers to Older Adult Participation in Education 
Cross (1981) divides barriers for adults to higher education into the three categories 
of situational, dispositional, and institutional. Situational barriers include cost, distance, 
transportation, and health issues. Dispositional barriers concern an individual’s insecurity, 
lack of interest, or fear of being too old to learn. Institutional barriers involve lack of 
information about programs, insufficient offerings, complexity of admissions, time of 
offerings, and instructor or administrator behavior. Research has determined that barriers 
for older learners can include some of these same reasons. 
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Early research (Graney & Hays, 1976; Peterson, 1981; Perkins & Robertson- 
Tchabo, 1981) on older adult learners indicated that dispositional and situational barriers 
were common. Older people often revealed a lack of interest in learning or anxiety about 
being in a learning environment as reasons why they did not participate in educational 
programs. Health problems such as vision and hearing difficulties were also given as 
reasons for lack of participation. 
A more recent study of both current and former older adult learners questioned 
those who had stopped attending. Health problems of the participants themselves or of a 
family member was the highest ranked reason followed by lack of time for school. Women 
were much more likely to leave to care for ill relatives or indicated difficulty with time or 
family pressures. Only five percent of the respondents indicated academic difficulties as the 
reasons for leaving (Scala, 1996). 
Another early study ( Peterson, 1981) on a group of retired people participating in a 
lecture series at the University of Southern California found that the most important reason 
for participation was interest in the content of the program. The second reason was the 
institutional sponsorship or the fact that the program was affiliated with the University of 
Southern California, an institution known to many people in the area. Many of the 
respondents had some previous contact with the institution and so knew of its reputation 
and were familiar with the environment. Some respondents knew other attendees. This 
study suggests that while subject content is an important motivator, familiarity with the 
sponsoring organization removes a possible barrier of fear of the unknown for some 
individuals. Since the study’s participants knew of the university and some knew other 
attendees, there was a certain comfort level for them. Older learners who do not share this 
same level of comfort may not seek participation in older adult education. 
Other studies (Peterson, 1987; Romaniuk, 1984; Fisher, 1986) also support the 
conclusion that older adults favor institutions with which they are familiar. And they also 
demonstrate how institutions play a role in attracting older learners through their perceived 
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accessibility. Institutional barriers can influence the decision-making process of older 
adults contemplating educational participation. Poor informational services, lack of parking, 
time scheduling or time requirements, and difficult to access classrooms can discourage 
participation. Lack of interest by faculty and administration is an institutional barrier that 
may prevent support for older adult education programs at institutions for higher education 
(Moyer & Lago, 1987.) 
Few studies have been conducted on the impact of the campus physical environment 
on older adult learners, but Moore & Piland (1994) surveyed students over the age of 55 
from the three main campus sites and nine continuing education sites of the San Diego 
Community College District on this question. The findings were that the main campus sites 
were more inconvenient for older learners in the areas of parking, walking distances, 
insufficient directional signs, and classroom comfort. The continuing education sites were 
found to be more accessible, convenient and comfortable. 
A study (Fishtein & Feier, 1982) of a two-year college showed that until 1979 no 
more than 40 of 80,000 older adults who lived in the community registered for classes in 
any semester. After scheduling courses off-campus at churches, YMCAs, and senior 
centers, enrollment increased from 40 to 430 with an additional 160 taking non-credit 
courses. Campuses are designed with young people in mind and may not be as accessible 
for older people, whereas the off-campus locations chosen are easily accessible for older 
people. Institutions with programs for that age group may need to conduct audits of the 
physical environment of their campuses. The passage of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act may help in this regard. 
Another institutional barrier is instructor or administrator attitude or behavior. 
Peterson (1973) claimed, 
The greatest barrier that older people must overcome lies in the minds of adult 
educators. It consists of the stereotypes, folk wisdom, and ignorance that labels 
senior citizens as unworthy clients for the field of adult education. Until this 
prejudicial attitude is revised, it will be unlikely that real changes in the participation 
rates of older people will occur (p. 57). 
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A study by Nidiffer and Moore (1985) attempted to determine the attitudes of university 
administrators toward older adults. Using the Kogan Attitudes Toward Old People Scale, 
the presidents, chief academic officers, chief student officers, and chief continuing education 
officers from each of the thirty-two colleges and universities within the University of 
Georgia system were surveyed. The 34-item instrument assessed their attitudes toward old 
people including topics such as perception of older people’s cognitive style, personal 
appearance, personality, and dependence. The researchers found that the administrators’ 
attitudes toward older adults were less than favorable, although older administrators 
responded more positively as did Continuing Education directors. Those having some 
classroom study in the area of human aging also indicated more favorable attitudes than 
those with no gerontology background. 
Peterson’s claim may not be as true today as it was almost thirty years ago. 
Perhaps with more widespread opportunities for older adult education on campuses 
throughout the United States, new studies could reassess the attitudes of administrators and 
faculty toward older adults. Increased familiarity and contact with such programs and with 
individual participants may affect positive changes in attitudes and stereotypes. Institutions 
that hope to recruit older adults must make attempts to eliminate negative stereotypes or 
ageism in order to understand and accommodate their unique needs. 
Given the great diversity among older people, it is not unusual to find that there are 
many different reasons that are given for lack of participation. Studies have found that these 
include financial reasons (Danner et al. 1993), lack of awareness and complexity of 
admissions (Peterson, 1981; Lamdin & Fugate, 1997), poor health, transportation, time 
constraints, parking, location of classes, dislike of being out at night, insecurity in a learning 
environment, and lack of interest (Graney & Hays, 1976; Peterson, 1981; Bynum et al., 
1978; Scala, 1996). 
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Other individual differences in seniors include styles of learning. There are claims 
that older adults prefer self-directed learning styles (Knowles, 1984; Fischer, Blazey & 
Lipman, 1992), but not all research supports this assumption. Some older adults are more 
familiar with the traditional, lecture mode of teaching and are uncomfortable in interactive or 
self-directed situations (Dellman-Jenkins, Papalia-Finlay, & Hennon, 1985; McWhinney, 
1990; Manheimer et al., 1995; Cusack, 1995). The learning and teaching roles are often 
merged when older adults use their life experiences within the classroom setting 
(Williamson, 1997). 
Classroom environment is another important consideration. Whether or not a 
program is age-integrated or age-segregated may influence the participation of older adults. 
Whereas studies (Perkins & Robertson-Tchabo, 1981; Peterson, 1981) have found that 
some older adults fear a competitive classroom environment or worry about inadequate 
academic backgrounds, these individuals may prefer an age-segregated program. Other 
older adults enjoy interaction 
with younger people and so may choose age-integrated programs (Scala, 1996; Puccio, 
1995). 
Summary of Older Adult Learners 
An understanding of older learners, their motivations, and the barriers that may 
prevent them from participation can provide planners with information critical to 
development of programs that address the needs of these learners. It can also assist with 
rationales to support institutional policy concerning older adult education. Much of the 
literature involves quantitative research that contributes to such an understanding, but only 
by providing a broad picture of the older learner. It has been noted that this method falls 
short of providing deeper insight into how older participants think about their own 
motivations” (Manheimer et al., 1995, p. 23). 
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The demographics and the motivational studies reveal commonalities of the typical 
older adult learner. As a group they share a similar preference for intellectual stimulation, 
but as individuals they may be very different in personal experiences, background, and 
culture. They may also share a common historical frame of reference, but have been 
influenced by other, more personal events. Older adults display diversity even within their 
age cohort. 
Given this diversity it is not surprising that older adults are interested in different 
kinds of educational programming. Colleges and universities provide several different types 
of programming for older adults including Learning in Retirement Institutes, tuition-waiver 
intergenerational programs, Elderhostel, research programs, travel programs, mentor 
programs, and distance learning programs (Fischer et al., 1992; Manheimer, et al., 1995). 
The literature on Learning in Retirement Institutes, Elderhostel, and tuition-waiver 
intergenerational models is the focus of this review. The next section describes these three 
models and the older adults who choose to participate in them. 
Models of Older Adult Education 
The field of older adult education has evolved over the last thirty years and a wide 
variety of educational options are available to older adults. Eisen (1998) presents a four- 
part typology to categorize these many alternatives (see Figure 2.1). The defining elements 
are for-credit and non-credit learning options and teacher-directed and learner-directed 
learning. While for-credit options include degree programs, tuition-waiver courses, distance 
learning programs, certification and GED programs, options in the non-credit category 
include programs through senior centers, hospitals, study circles, OASIS/Shepherd’s 
Centers, Learning in Retirement Institutes, and libraries. These can be further defined by 
distinguishing between learning approaches. Teacher-directed programs are presented in 
the traditional approach of curriculum that is planned and presented by the expert educator 
for a group of learners. Examples include tuition-waiver courses, Elderhostel, senior center 
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Figure 2.1 A Typology of Older Adult Learning Programs 
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or hospital programs. Learner-directed programs can be either individualized learning or 
peer-based, but the focus is on the learner’s goals. Examples include study circles, 
Learning in Retirement Institutes, hobby clubs, and book groups. 
Eisen presents four other factors that assist in characterizing older adult programs: 
credentialing, convenience, personal interests, and socialization. When these factors are 
applied, the programs can be broken down into four quadrants. Those that fall into the 
credentialing quadrant such as tuition-waiver courses, GED, or degree programs represent 
programs taken to fulfill a specific skill and to earn a specific credential of some sort. 
Programs such as distance education or programmed instruction that offer easy access for 
those who are physically disabled, live in rural geographic areas, or who lack transportation 
are relegated to the convenience quadrant. Programs in the third quadrant have socialization 
in common and include Elderhostel, OASIS, and senior centers. Although older adults who 
participate in these programs seek some kind of intellectual stimulation, they are attracted to 
learning in a group setting with an expert leader. The fourth and final quadrant contains 
programs that are based on personal interests such as study circles, Learning in Retirement 
Institutes, and book clubs. 
Eisen’s typology presents one way to characterize the diverse models of older adult 
education. Although models can have overlapping characteristics, most can be easily 
defined by these eight factors. Older adults may prefer one of these models or they may 
choose programs based on their needs and preferences at the time. Although there are 
many alternatives to explore, the focus of this review is on the models associated with 
institutions of higher education. Each of the three have similarities and differences, but they 
are unique among the other models mentioned because they are all sponsored by colleges 
and universities. Using Eisen’s typology, Learning in Retirement Institutes are non-credit, 
learner-directed programs based on personal interest; Elderhostel programs are non-credit, 
teacher-directed programs based on socialization; and tuition-waiver courses are for-credit, 
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teacher-directed programs based on credentialing. The literature presents a much more 
detailed account of the three models and the older adults who choose to participate in them 
Learning in Retirement Institutes 
Learning in Retirement Institutes (LRIs) are learning organizations for older 
learners sponsored by colleges or universities. Typically, people over the age of sixty join 
the organization by paying an annual membership fee and are considered members as long 
as they continue to pay dues. They develop and often teach their own non-credit courses to 
other members in sessions that range from five weeks to the traditional fifteen-week 
semester. In this respect, LRIs are considered to be member-driven organizations as 
opposed to institution-driven models of learning. They depart from the traditional mode of 
higher education whereby the institution determines and defines the course of study and the 
expert teaches the uninformed. In an LRI, the member may propose a study group on a 
topic of interest. As the group leader, he or she acts as a facilitator of the learning process 
as the group researches and shares knowledge of the topic. A departure from the social 
service model of community service programs that focus on recreational activities, LRIs 
offer courses that relate primarily to the liberal arts. For example, recent study groups at 
Harvard examined topics such as Aeschylus’s Agamemnon, Spying in America, The 
European Community, Vienna and Its Music, and English Renaissance Drama (Rusk, 
1997). The college sponsor usually provides classroom and meeting space and possibly 
some administrative and clerical services. A university appointed director may act as a 
liaison between the membership and the college. Although members are not technically 
students of the institution, a strong bond can develop whereby the college treats LRI 
members as part of the college community. 
The first Learning in Retirement Institute was the Institute for Retired Professionals 
(IRP) sponsored by the New School for Social Research in 1962. The University of 
California at Berkeley sponsored the second institute, the Center for Learning in Retirement, 
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over a decade later in 1973. However, it is since 1988 that LRIs have experienced 
phenomenal growth with over two hundred and fifty institutes established in the United 
States and Canada serving over sixty-four thousand older learners (Swindell and 
Thompson, 1995; Linnehan, 1997). The Elderhostel Institute Network, an offshoot of 
Elderhostel, was created in 1988 as an association of institutes whose mission is to promote 
the LRI concept to individuals and higher education and to support established LRIs. The 
Network maintains connections with the institutes through newsletters, workshops, 
conferences, and internet forums. 
Although in existence for over thirty-five years, there are few empirically based 
research studies on LRIs. Fischer et al. (1992) edited a detailed book that describes this 
model and outlines the process for establishing an LRI at a college or university. Drawing 
on information gathered from many different LRIs, it examines program design, 
instructional leadership, academic standards, marketing, recruitment, retention, fee structures, 
budgets, by-laws, and host institution issues. A comprehensive survey of all active LRIs in 
the United States and Canada was conducted in 1997 (DeJoy, 1997). It quantifies and 
describes program characteristics and possible relationships between the characteristics of 
LRIs and those of their host institutions. Several descriptive studies trace the development 
of the New School for Social Research’s Institute for Retired Professionals (Hirsch, 
1978a), North Carolina State University’s Encore Program (Glass, 1995), Eckerd 
College’s Academy of Senior Professionals (Nussbaum, 1984) and the University of North 
Carolina at Asheville’s College for Seniors (Manheimer & Snodgrass, 1993). These case 
studies demonstrate the success of the programs and provide useful information on the 
common features of LRIs, but what is more important is that they illustrate the unique 
nature of such programs. 
All the above studies reveal that LRIs have common programming features including 
the basic premise that they are member-driven and member-led educational programs. All 
LRIs have an accredited college or university that acts as a sponsor. They offer non-credit 
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courses during the day that the seniors develop and sometimes even teach. Although these 
are the inherent features of an LRI program, the studies show that each LRI has its 
distinctiveness based on both the nature of the sponsoring institution and the members 
themselves. Admission eligibility varies from a specific minimum age (Nussbaum, 1984) to 
no age specification, from no previous education requirement (Glass, 1995) to interviews by 
member-led admissions committees that determine educational and professional 
background (Hirsch, 1978b). Membership fees fluctuate from free to Eckerd’s $1000 
initiation fee (Nussbaum). Curriculum development is highly elaborate at the New School 
and involves a proposal by a member, group design, and submission to a curriculum 
committee for approval (Hirsch, 1978b) while at other LRIs anyone who wishes to lead a 
class may do so. Some LRI classes are taught only by members, some only by traditional 
faculty, and some have a mix. Most have their own organizational structure with committees 
and executive boards, but there is no uniformity to their methods. Size of membership 
ranges from about 50 to over 2000 with many capping their enrollment at a certain optimal 
number (Hirsch, 1978a). These studies indicate that Learning in Retirement Institutes are 
flexible and their policies adjusted to fit their membership’s needs. 
Bynum and Seaman (1993) conducted one of the few empirically based research 
studies on LRIs. Their pilot-tested study surveyed 452 older adults (100% response rate) 
in six different LRIs in five southeastern states to determine motivation of older learners as 
well as a profile of characteristics. They used a modified version of the Reasons for 
Participation Scale (RPS) (Furst & Steele, 1986) consisting of 30 Likert-type items divided 
into four components using scores ranging from 1= no influence to 4=highest influence. 
The demographic profile agreed with previous studies of older learners in that members of 
LRIs are most likely to be better educated, white, female, in good health, and middle to high 
income levels (Danner et al., 1993; Peterson, 1981; Bynum et al., 1978; and Puccio, 1995). 
The strongest motivation for joining an LRI was intellectual curiosity with a score of 3.42, 
76 
followed by the equal motivators of perceived cognitive gaps and social contact at 2.16, and 
last by self-actualization at 2.05. 
This study is significant in that it establishes that older learners join LRIs mainly for 
intellectual stimulation; however, it is inconclusive in determining why these older learners 
chose LRIs as opposed to other models of academic programming for seniors. LRIs have 
features such as non-credit courses and member-led courses that differentiate them from 
institution-driven academic credit programs. Therefore, one could speculate that those 
motivated by the desire for an age-segregated environment choose LRIs rather than the age- 
integrated classes offered through tuition waiver programs. Since intellectual stimulation is 
usually the highest motivating factor for joining any older adult program, further research is 
necessary to determine other motivations to join LRIs such as the desire to learn in an age- 
segregated rather than an age-integrated environment, opportunities to contribute and 
provide leadership, or learning style preferences. 
It would be valuable to conduct future studies in other geographical regions of the 
country. Since the Bynum and Seaman study (1993) involves a region with a high number 
of migrant retirees, it could show a higher than normal social motivation score because 40% 
of the respondents were new to the area and perhaps wished to meet new friends. Another 
inherent flaw in the study’s design is that respondents completed the survey in class on the 
last day of the term. It is possible that not all the members chose to complete the course due 
to dissatisfaction, health, or personal reasons. Dissatisfied members may drop out because 
they have different motivations for attending which are not being met. The inclusion of 
these different motivations could affect the results of the research. 
All of these studies are helpful in understanding the unique nature of LRIs and the 
success of such member-driven learning organizations. Obviously, the huge growth in the 
number of Learning in Retirement Institutes on college campuses throughout the country 
indicates an opening of doors to older adult learners who are interested in continuing their 
education. However, there is a need for further research concerning the motivations of the 
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institutions of higher education for providing such access. Do colleges offer a place for 
this type of learning experience because they believe in access for these learners or is this 
model chosen because it segregates these learners from traditional students? Is this model 
chosen because higher education recognizes the importance of offering these seasoned, 
capable students a method of developing their own educational experiences or because it 
provides less of a threat to campus resources and the status quo? 
The New School of Social Research found itself in the middle of a huge controversy 
in 1994 when it attempted to change the relationship it had with the country’s first LRI, the 
Institute for Retired Professionals (IRP), by imposing its own academic standards on the 
institute. The thirty-seven-year-old institute is the model upon which all other institutes 
compare themselves. The college itself was founded to serve adults and the majority of its 
students are part-time and attending evening classes. When the college decided to 
unilaterally enforce changes in the design of the institute by limiting the number of classes 
members could take and altering the meeting schedule, the IRP members were outraged and 
accused the college of trying to sever its relationship. The dean of the New School’s Adult 
Division claimed that in her review of all programs under her division, she found that “it 
(IRP) was not up to the academic standards of a university” and that a university is not “a 
social-service center” (Newman, 1994, p. B1). The president of the university wrote. 
If the IRP really wants to be autonomous and, as you put it‘serves important 
social purposes’ as its principal mission, then I wonder if it would not be better 
off run as a wholly independent organization at some other location (Newman, 
p. Bl). 
The college changed its mind after the press focused on the seemingly cold-hearted 
business decision to cast off a popular, long-standing program. The implication was that 
the program was there all those years, not because it was a valued part of the college s 
mission to educate, but as a public relations move that served the college at one time and was 
no longer necessary. Indeed the university was trying to change its image from its original 
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mission of providing alternative adult education to one of a more traditional, degree-granting 
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university. Classrooms that had previously been available to IRP during daytime hours 
were now needed to provide classroom space for traditional students. This public relations 
fiasco is an example of what can happen if a college provides access to a group in an effort 
to respond to external demands, but does not fully accept the idea of access as part of its 
mission. 
Little research has been conducted on the benefits of Learning in Retirement 
Institutes to the host institution. Such research would begin to address the questions of 
whether education for older adults is worthy of the commitment and resources of 
institutions of higher education. A study by Martin and Lyday (1997) explores the concept 
of loyalty among older adults to the colleges sponsoring the LRIs to which they were 
members. The study examined members’ level and type of participation and how such 
participation affected loyalty to the institution. A second part determined whether feelings 
of loyalty translated into benefits to the institution as identified by four specific actions. 
These actions included donations, volunteer activities, political support, and 
recommendations of the institution to others. 
Respondents in this study reported feelings of loyalty to the host university with 
almost 75% indicating very or moderately loyal. The length of time individuals belonged to 
the LRI was a major factor in the development of loyalty to the university. In some cases, 
members felt more loyalty to the host university of their LRI than to their own alma maters. 
Direct actions that demonstrated loyalty included attendance and volunteering at university 
events and financial contributions to the university. However, 72% of the respondents 
indicated that they had made no financial contributions. Many had never been asked to 
consider making a donation. The highest percentages responded to the benefit categories of 
continued participation in the LRI and recruitment of friends to the LRI. 
Although institutions of higher education can inspire loyalty among LRI members, 
the Martin and Lyday (1997) study indicates that relationship-building is an important part 
of hosting an LRI. The links between the LRI and the institution must be clear and 
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opportunities for involvement should be promoted. By communicating the needs of the 
institution to its LRI members, these older adults can feel like a part of the university 
community. More studies need to be conducted on the participation of older adults in the 
university community and the potential benefits to higher education. As universities are 
made aware of such benefits, perhaps they will become more committed to older adult 
education. 
Elderhostel 
Elderhostel programs are included in this review of older adult education models 
because, although campus-based and age-segregated like Learning in Retirement Institutes, 
they differ in that they are short-term, terminal programs. Elderhostel is an alternative for 
those who are not interested in college courses with traditional instructional methods and 
delivery, or the commitment of belonging to a membership organization such as an LRI. Its 
popularity alone justifies a review of its format and its patrons. Elderhostel began in 1975 
at the University of New Hampshire with about 200 participants at five campuses as a way 
to utilize empty college facilities during the summer months. Six years later Elderhostel 
was in every state in the country with a total of 30,000 participants (Romaniuk & Romaniuk, 
1982). Today Elderhostel serves approximately 300,000 older learners annually with 
courses at over 1,800 sites in the United States and in foreign countries. (Manheimer et al., 
1995). 
These “learning vacations” originally held classes only on college campuses, but 
the popularity of the programs eventually resulted in the year-round use of other types of 
facilities such as resorts and hotels. Like Learning in Retirement Institutes, Elderhostel is a 
departure from the social service mind-set of community-based programs because its 
programs focus on the liberal arts. Participants pay a course fee that includes room and 
board and are responsible for their own transportation to the site. The non-credit courses 
are taught by college faculty or professionals in the field of study through the use of 
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lectures, slide presentations, readings, and guided tours. There are no tests, homework, or 
grades involved. Examples of Elderhostel programming are a one-week program at San 
Diego State University that includes the three courses “In Shakespeare’s Shoes,” “Music 
of the Masters, and The Splendid Art of Opera,” or a one-week program at Berkshire 
Community College that includes the three courses “Presidential Elections: The History of 
the World’s Most Powerful Institution,” “From the Irish Rebellion to Today - 200 Years,” 
and “A Prison Without Bars: The Incarceration of Edith Wharton and Henry James” 
(Elderhostel Catalog, Fall 2000). 
Knowlton (1977), the founder of Elderhostel, and Romaniuk & Romaniuk (1982) 
conducted early research studies on Elderhostel. Their results provide pertinent information 
to academic programmers regarding the implications of the varied needs of older learners. 
Knowlton’s research, conducted during the first year of the program’s existence, concluded 
that older adults participate in Elderhostel for six reasons (from high to low frequency of 
response): opportunity to do something new, short time format, reasonable cost, interest in 
specific course content, absence of testing, and learning opportunity. 
Romaniuk and Romaniuk’s study took place after Elderhostel had been established 
for several years and existed in every state in the country. It was larger in scope, surveying 
498 participants (82% response rate) on 14 campuses in Virginia, and was consistent with 
Knowlton’s findings. The four sections of the pilot-tested survey included questions 
concerning the decision to attend the specific Elderhostel program, evaluation of the 
program’s organization, evaluation of individual courses, and demographic information. 
The participants came from 35 states and their demographic profile is consistent 
with previous research in that the majority had some formal education beyond the secondary 
level. The average number of years of formal education was 15.7. The survey had 
fourteen items based on motivational factors suggested by the literature. The items were 
rated on a 3-point scale with 3 being the most important. Each participant also identified the 
single most important reason for attending. The highest motivating factor was interest in a 
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specific course, followed by travel to a new place, trying something new, and learning 
something new. Mid-range factors included time of year and special campus features. 
Cost was 12th out of a possible 14 reasons and advice and support of friends were the 
lowest motivating factor. The results of the study find that repeat Elderhostelers rate 
learning something new and traveling to a new place as the highest motivational factors, with 
time and cost much lower on the list. This indicates that the learning component rather than 
the situational components of the program are most important for both new and repeat 
participants. Although Elderhostel participants can afford to travel on their own or with 
other tour groups if they like, it is the interest in the learning component that appeals to 
them. 
These early research studies on Elderhostel are consistent with the literature on older 
adult motivations for participation in educational programs. They also provide useful data 
that college administrators can use to formulate decisions on establishing an Elderhostel or 
other older adult programs on their campuses. There is a need for more current research 
on Elderhostel to determine the difference between it and other programming models. More 
information is necessary to evaluate whether one of the motivating factors of participation is 
the age-segregated nature of the program. 
One of the few recent Elderhostel studies was conducted by Arsenault, Anderson, & 
Swedburg (1998) and it provides more up-to-date information about the motivations of 
Elderhostel participants. It utilizes data collected from 154 Elderhostel participants with an 
average age of 68. The purpose is to understand the decision-making process and the 
factors that influence the participants’ decision to attend Elderhostel. The use of focus 
groups and in-depth interviews provide more descriptive responses than quantitative 
surveys. Fourteen factors are identified as important to the decision-making process: 
location, travel, program, course content, accommodations, cost, dates, negotiate with travel 
partners, social, sites, organization, personal requirements, escape, and information. These 
factors impact the process for individuals at different times and in different ways. The 
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authors interpret the data to produce a typology of six Elderhostel participants: Activity- 
Oriented, Geographical Guru, Experimenter, Adventurer, Content-Oriented, and 
Opportunist. A person that is most interested in course content, for example, is Content- 
Oriented and would travel anywhere to leam more about a particular topic. Those who rank 
travel or site location as high motivating factors are categorized as Geographical Gums who 
are less interested in the course content than the region in which the program is offered. 
The results conclude that, as found in previous studies, learning is important to 
Elderhostelers. Even Geographical Gums are interested in learning something about the 
region which they are visiting. But the decision-making process in choosing a particular 
program is a complex one that involves multiple factors. Older learners are a heterogenous 
group and, just like younger or middle-age learners, have multiple needs. 
The appeal of Elderhostel to older learners is clear, but the reasons colleges choose 
to offer an Elderhostel program on their campus may be less apparent. Originally, it was a 
way to utilize facilities that remained empty during summer months and instmctors were 
able to supplement their incomes through Elderhostel assignments (Lamsden & Fugate, 
1997). Today, the reasons have developed beyond business practicalities. Since most 
Elderhostelers have little actual interaction with campus life beyond the services of a faculty 
member, this model is the “safest” one in that it offers no threat to the institutions’ 
traditional way of operating. There is little danger of these older learners using resources 
that are necessary for the traditional students and programs. But colleges and universities 
have discovered that there are advantages besides financial profits. Faculty have the 
freedom to explore topics of their own interest, use different teaching strategies, and enjoy 
an audience that loves to leam. There are also public relations benefits to hosting hundreds 
of satisfied and enthusiastic learners who will broadcast the positive features of the college. 
Tuition-Waiver Programs 
Tuition-waiver programs have existed in some states since 1970 and allow persons 
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over the age of 65 to register for any course offered by a state college or university at no 
charge (often on a space-available basis). The basis for instituting such legislation is that 
cost can be one barrier to higher education for older adults (Danner et al., 1993). However, 
although there are over a thousand existing programs in all but eleven states, participation 
rates remain low (Romaniuk, 1984; Fischer, 1991; Fischer et al., 1992; Manheimer et al. 
1995). A 1991 National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) study reported that less 
than 1% of all students enrolled in undergraduate credit programs were over the age of 
sixty-five (Manheimer et al.). Since these programs are designed with the assumption that 
removing the financial barriers would increase senior enrollment, the results are 
disappointing. One must question if these programs are targeting the right audience. For 
example, are older people who cannot afford college tuition interested in the types of 
courses available? Perhaps their socioeconomic level has prevented them from attaining 
much education and they would not consider college courses. Or are older people who are 
interested in continuing education not interested in the rigid structure and credit incentive of 
traditional college classes? The following studies may help provide some answers for such 
low participation. 
Tuition-waiver programs create a setting for age-integrated education. There are 
several possible benefits to intergenerational classrooms: 
To encourage young and old to overcome prejudice and stereotypes held by the 
other group; 
To provide opportunities for non-paid or stipend supported services by one group 
for the other, an exchange of service model designed to foster better understanding 
and greater care between generations; 
To build common bonds between generations as they discover shared life themes, 
challenges and problems; 
To gain new conceptual frames of reference and multigenerational perspectives on 
a wide variety of historical topics and social issues (Manheimer, 1997, p. 81). 
Under favorable conditions whereby interaction is pleasant, rewarding, and entails activity 
that develops common goals, age bias can be reduced. If conditions are unpleasant, 
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frustrating, or competitive, negative stereotyping can be reinforced (Versen, 1986). 
Early studies on intergenerational courses focus on the effects of age-integration on 
the younger, traditional-age college students (Auerbach & Levenson, 1977; Jensen-Osinski, 
1981). One study presents negative outcomes from an intergenerational classroom setting 
(Auerbach & Levinson). Younger students resent the older students’ identification with the 
instructor and with the perceived amount of free time available for study and better grades. 
However, positive outcomes are supported by most of the literature. The mixing of 
generations produces opportunities for productive discussion, transfer of knowledge, and 
sharing. Younger students also arrive at a better understanding of the aging process 
through the consistent contact of the classroom (Versen, 1986). Fears that older students 
may monopolize discussions or ask irrelevant questions are generally not supported 
(Jensen-Osinski). 
Versen’s (1986) study shows that the younger students begin the semester with 
some negative stereotypes such as, “They are all hypochondriacs smothering themselves 
with pity,” “I felt that they were lonely but called out in an unfair way for attention, usually 
because of health,” “I believed that older people really don’t have what it takes to keep up 
with the class” (Versen, p. 425). Comments after the end of the course included “Having 
them in class made me realize how wrong my attitudes toward the elderly were” and “I 
believe I have more respect for old people... Their eagerness to learn and willingness to 
participate showed me what valuable contributions older people can make in the classroom 
(Versen, pp. 425-426). 
Another study attempts to determine changes in attitude by both younger and older 
students (Dellman-Jenkins, Fowler, Lambert, Fruit, & Richardson, 1994). It finds that both 
groups are positively influenced by the intergenerational classroom experience. Younger 
students are found to be even more affected with 82% indicating that their attitudes toward 
the other generation are very much improved. One younger student comments after the 
semester, 
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I thought it would be a complete waste of time. After all, most of my past 
experiences with elderly relatives were far from positive. To my surprise I honestlv 
enjoyed myself (p. 584). ’ J 
The older students clearly had a positive experience with 92% reporting that they 
enjoyed contact with the other generation. A small percentage report little change in their 
attitude toward younger people, but this may reflect the greater life experience of those who 
have raised children and have relationships with grandchildren. 
Other research on the older learner in a tuition-free, institution-driven model 
focusses on their motivations for participating in such programs. These motivations include 
the following: a desire to have contact with young people (Puccio, 1995), learning or mental 
stimulation (Scala, 1996), social contact (Bynum et al., 1978), proximity of program 
(Bynum et al.), and personal satisfaction (Puccio, Scala). 
Two empirical research studies of interest surveyed older students at the University 
of Kentucky’s Donovan Scholars Program (Danner et al., 1993) and the My Turn Program 
at Kingsborough Community College of the City University of New York in Brooklyn 
(Puccio, 1995). The Donovan Scholars Program was the country’s first tuition-waiver 
program for older adults. At the time of the study the program had been in existence for 25 
years, yet had a low rate of participation with only 450 seniors attending classes. In 
contrast, the My Turn Program is particularly successful with several thousand participants. 
Danner et al. surveyed 294 Donovan Scholars (64.9% response rate) using a 
questionnaire consisting of a modified version of the Education Participation Scale (EPS) 
(Boshier & Riddell, 1978), demographic questions, and questions concerning their 
experiences in the program. The modification to the EPS was the inclusion of a question 
asking about the degree to which the free tuition influenced participation. The six 
motivation factors were Cognitive Interest, Social Welfare, Social Relationships, External 
Expectations, Escape/Stimulation, and Professional Advancement. 
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Demographic profile results are consistent with that of other studies mentioned 
above as well as with demographic information collected by the program for twenty-five 
years. Respondents were predominantly white females with high levels of previous 
education, middle-class socio-economic backgrounds, and good health. The strongest 
motivation factor reported was Cognitive Interest, followed by the motivating factors of 
Social Relationship, Social Welfare, and Escape. Free tuition was the lowest motivating 
factor. 
The study also attempts to understand what the participants think about their 
experiences in Donovan Scholars. When evaluating their experiences, the major problem 
areas seem to be campus parking and hearing difficulties in the classroom. All rated the 
actual academic experiences very high. In response to the question of preferred age of 
classmates, 57% preferred a mix of all ages, 14% mostly older, 6% younger, and 22% had 
no preference. Instructional format preference was 24% lecture, 20% informal discussion, 
3% independent, 28% combination of above, and 25% had no preference. 
Over 75% of the Donovan Scholars enrolled because they learned about the 
program from a friend who was in the program. Suggested possible reasons for this high 
statistic include institutional barriers created by the college through poor marketing and 
outreach efforts or dispositional barriers on the part of older learners who may feel insecure 
in an academic setting unless encouraged by someone they know. If accompanied by a 
friend or inspired by the success of someone already participating in such a program, these 
older adults may develop the confidence to enroll. 
Results of this study demonstrate satisfaction with age-integrated college-level 
courses by individuals already participating in such courses. It is clear that some older 
people are not intimidated by such intergenerational academic settings. Since the number of 
older adults participating in tuition-free courses has historically been low, it is reasonable to 
theorize that such programs may not appeal to many older adults or that the awareness of 
such programs is low. A comprehensive survey of non-participating older adults may 
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provide some better understanding of their knowledge and attitudes towards college 
courses. 
Puccio (1995) surveyed 651 My Turn participants (69% response rate) with a 
questionnaire designed to elicit their responses to a series of 17 items concerning the 
benefits of attending college. Also included were items pertaining to demographic 
characteristics and an open-ended question about the perceived benefits of attending the My 
Turn program. The demographic results are consistent with other studies of older adult 
learners with over 50% reporting completion of at least some college education. 
Motivations with mean ratings above a 9.0 on the 10-point scale include learning something 
of interest, stimulation of the mind, personal satisfaction, and change of routine. Motivating 
factors earning mean ratings below a 5.0 include progress toward completion of education, 
professional advancement, involvement in community, and improvement of work skills. In 
the open-ended question, 22% cite the benefit of interacting with younger people. The 17 
items available for rating do not include free tuition, nor did any of the respondents mention 
it in the open-ended question. 
The results of these two studies do not answer the question of why one program has 
a much higher participant rate than the other. One could speculate that the populations that 
are served in Kentucky and New York have different demographic and educational 
backgrounds or that the My Turn program may conduct a more successful marketing 
campaign. However, they do reveal interesting findings that may provide some reasons for 
the low participation rate in tuition-waiver programs nationwide. The fact that such 
programs are free is not a high motivation factor for participants. This is not surprising 
since most participants are from a middle to high income socio-economic status. Danner et 
al. propose that some older adults may be reluctant to respond that free tuition played an 
influence on their decision to attend. This view is supported by Moyer and Lago (1987) 
who claim that waivers cause some seniors to feel like second-class citizens who are unable 
to take care of themselves financially and may actually act as a disincentive. 
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Besides the free tuition, the distinctive feature of tuition-waiver programs is their 
intergenerational component. The Danner et al. study found that a majority of participants 
enjoy the age-integrated aspect of the classroom setting. Unfortunately, Puccio did not 
include this question, but 22% mentioned interaction with younger students as a benefit in 
answer to the open-ended question. Other studies have also determined that some older 
adults enjoy the intergenerational component of such programs (Dellman-Jenkins et al., 
1985; Manheimer, 1997, Scala, 1996.) But those that do not choose to participate in these 
intergenerational programs may be uncomfortable with the idea of competing with much 
younger classmates. 
There has been little research on the possibility that older adults may avoid tuition- 
waiver programs because they do not desire learning in the traditional format. Most 
colleges deliver courses in a regimented style that dictates learning in contact hours and 
fifteen-week semesters. Testing, graded papers, credits, and classes in large lecture halls do 
not offer the opportunity to learn in a more experiential manner preferred by many adult 
students. 
There is another theory about low participation rates in tuition-free programs. 
Because most states do not allow colleges to include these older students in the calculation 
of FTEs (full-time equivalents) upon which most operating budgets are formulated, the 
colleges must maintain these programs without financial support. This creates little 
motivation or commitment to serve older adults on the part of the institutions. These 
programs are given low priority and inadequate publicity that makes it difficult for older 
adults to be aware of these opportunities. (Romaniuk, 1983). Support services such as 
simplified registration, counseling, organized groups and outreach activities are also lacking 
in many institutions (Chelsvig & Timmermann, 1982). 
Again, questions remain and further research is needed to determine if institutions of 
higher education are truly committed to providing access to older students when they 
choose to offer the tuition-free model. The low participation rates may be due to several 
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reasons; however, the fact that institutions are not financially subsidized to offer these 
programs or the necessary support services creates a threat to their operation. Institutions 
may say they provide access through this model, but until a substantial number of older 
adults participate, is this truly effective or merely an insincere method of responding to 
societal demands? 
Implications 
By comparing and contrasting the literature on the three program models of 
Learning in Retirement Institutes, Elderhostel, and tuition-waiver programs, important data 
is revealed concerning the motivations of retirement-age adults. The current literature 
provides ample data to dispel any preconceived notions about the desire and ability of 
seniors to undertake academic study. It also reveals the differences among the three 
models that may impact a college or university’s decision as to whether to sponsor an 
institution-driven model such as tuition-waiver programs and Elderhostel or a member- 
driven model such as LRIs. Another choice is to offer the age-integrated tuition-waiver 
model or the age-segregated models of Lris and Elderhostel. 
The research shows that older learners attending Learning in Retirement Institutes, 
Elderhostel, and tuition-waiver programs are similar in their demographic profile. Most are 
at a comfortable socioeconomic level and have a high level of education. Assuming that 
they can afford any type of leisure activity they desire, it is interesting to review why they 
choose educational programs. Their motivations for attending these three types of 
programs always include intellectual stimulation as a high factor. Although this is a 
common factor, some differences do seem apparent. Those attending tuition-waiver 
programs overwhelmingly do so because they heard about it through friends who already 
attend or they attend with a friend (Danner et al., 1993; Dellman-Jenkins et al., 1985), while 
Elderhostel participants report the influence of friends to be very low (Romaniuk & 
Romaniuk, 1982). This implies that attending an intergenerational college program rather 
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than an age-segregated program requires the support of a friend or a degree of self- 
confidence. Attending a traditional classroom setting with younger students may be 
intimidating to seniors even if they are not taking the course for credit. Programs such as 
Elderhostel or Learning in Retirement Institutes may be less threatening because they are 
age-segregated. This could be one reason for the low participation rates in tuition-waiver, 
intergenerational programs. 
If a college or university is considering a tuition-waiver program because it believes 
that older learners will attend if financial barriers are removed, it should consider the results 
proving that free tuition is a low motivating factor (Moyer and Lago, 1987; Puccio, 1995; 
Danner et al., 1993; Romaniuk & Romaniuk, 1982). In fact, focusing only on one 
situational barrier may prevent administrators from taking into account the real needs of 
older adults that also involve dispositional and institutional barriers as well. There must be 
sensitivity to the insecurities some seniors have of interacting with younger students. Also, 
before instituting tuition-free programs, institutions of higher education must look internally 
at the perhaps unintentional prejudices of some of their administrators and faculty. Not 
only may some have tendencies toward ageism, but the fact that seniors receive free tuition, 
thus depriving the institution of monetary returns, may imply second-class citizenship for 
seniors (Moyer & Lago, 1987). More research on the benefits of older adult programming 
to the institution is necessary to overcome such prejudices that may be preventing or 
hampering program implementation. 
There is also need for further research on the learning style preferences of older 
adults. The ever-growing number of Learning in Retirement Institutes could suggest that 
seniors prefer this highly interactive and participative method of study where they have an 
opportunity to facilitate classes. Or the popularity could be due to the age-segregated nature 
of these programs. Although some seniors may be reluctant to participate in tuition-waiver 
models because of a resistance to accepting financial help, a more important reason may be 
91 
that they prefer a different kind of delivery method than the traditional credit-bearing, 15- 
week course. 
Although the current literature provides interesting data on the needs of older 
learners, it most often measures the responses of one group of seniors participating in one 
particular model. Further research is necessary on seniors enrolled in a variety of models in 
order to compare their responses. By asking one set of questions concerning interest in 
age-segregated vs. age-integrated, preferred learning styles, and the influences of cost, the 
responses would be more valid when trying to determine how these motivations affect the 
choice of program. 
What is also needed is research that does more than provide demographic and 
motivational profiles of older learners. The literature does much to provide a snapshot of 
the typical older learner, but research is needed that goes beyond categorizing older adult 
learners. Quantitative research does not bring the snapshot to life. There is a lack of 
qualitative research in this field that could contribute to a better understanding of individual 
older adult learners through the discovery of their stories. 
Through the documentation of the stories of individual older learners, it is possible 
to determine if and how education benefits their lives. If successful aging is the goal of old 
age, what role does education play? By humanizing this group of people we may also begin 
to break down the stereotypes that still exist toward them within our institutions of higher 





The purpose of this dissertation is to determine what is meaningful to older adult 
learners about the Learning in Retirement Institute experience. I use in-depth, 
phenomenological interviewing because I believe this method is most appropriate for a 
research question that aims to understand what is important to the participant about certain 
experiences. Such meaning-centered interviews allow for learning about the other person’s 
world from his or her point of view. The researcher is allowed flexibility in the structure of 
the interview and uses the guidelines of reflective listening and interpretive understanding. 
The goal is not to elicit facts to determine one truth or one reality, but to understand the 
experiences of individuals as they tell their stories. 
Researchers use qualitative methodology “when the goal is to collect detailed, richly 
textured, person-centered information from one or more individuals” (Kaufman, 1994, p. 
123). I choose to use in-depth interviews because it is a method that goes beyond data 
gathering. Such interviews are used “not to get answers to questions, nor to test 
hypotheses” but because there is “an interest in understanding the experience of other 
people and the meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 1991, p. 3). 
There are various formats of interviews that include individual exchanges as well as 
group interviews or telephone surveys, and interviews are also defined by flexibility of their 
structure (Fontana and Frey, 1998). I have selected the less structured or in-depth interview. 
Whereas structured interviews begin with a preestablished list of questions and a protocol 
that does not allow for deviation or researcher interaction, in-depth interviews rely on the 
use of open-ended questions that allow the respondents to tell their own story. Structured 
interviews seek specific answers to specific questions, but the goal of in-depth interviews is 
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a deeper understanding of a general topic. Although I ask some specific questions (see 
Appendix) in order to establish background information such as age and place of birth, 
through the use of open-ended questions I encourage the participants to talk about their 
lives. Seidman (1991) explains that the use of open-ended questions “establishes the 
territory to be explored while allowing the participant to take any direction he or she wants” 
(p. 63). This method allows for the participant’s reflection and reconstruction of 
experiences. 
The skills necessary for this approach to interviewing are identified by Fontana and 
Frey (1998) as “flexible, objective, empathic, persuasive, a good listener” (p. 55). 
Researchers using this method are not approaching the task without a purpose. Rather they 
are approaching a given topic from the position that what is important is the participant’s 
point of view. Determining the meaning that they ascribe to the topic is more important than 
testing theories formulated by the researcher. 
A secondary purpose in my selection of this methodology is to involve the older 
learners as participants rather than objects of study. This phenomenological perspective 
acknowledges that individuals possess the ability to describe their own activities, their 
interactions with others, their life, and that they can report these experiences from their own 
point of view. 
Qualitative research acknowledges that the researcher plays a subjective role in the 
study. This is in contrast to quantitative studies that discourage any bias on the part of the 
researcher and require strict standards of sampling, validity, and reliability. Although it may 
be difficult to separate personal theories or beliefs from such studies, the quantitative 
researcher attempts to use data, not personal experience, when testing a hypothesis.6 The 
qualitative researcher must attempt to select, summarize, and analyze the participants’ 
experiences and meanings in a way that is as faithful to the participants’ realities as 
6 Although the questions asked by any researcher -- and how these questions are framed -- 
always reflect the researcher. 
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possible. Researcher bias is unavoidable through the choice of what to include, the structure 
of topics, selections of quotes, and theories developed. Both the participants and the 
researcher bring their subjective beliefs to the research study and the understanding is that 
phenomenology is an attempt to portray a reality as it appears to an individual, not The 
reality. In qualitative research on aging, the realities of the existence of subjectivity are 
especially prevalent for when we try to understand aging, we are both researchers and the 
subjects of the study” (Fischer, 1994). 
Although this lack of objectivity may disturb quantitative researchers, the subjective 
nature of qualitative study is what provides information that is rich and detailed. While 
quantitative studies on older learners may give us facts about behavior, because they lack an 
understanding of the meaning of such behavior to the individuals, these studies are of 
limited significance. Through in-depth interviewing I hope to understand the context of 
both the behavior and its interpretation by the participants. These individuals provide the 
context through the description and interpretation of their lives from their own points of 
view. 
Another reason for my choice of qualitative rather than quantitative research is that 
the voice of older people is so rarely heard in gerontological studies. Research on 
caregiving is probably the most popular topic of gerontological study today and its findings 
shape public policy, but through the use of statistical surveys or of interviews with 
caregiving staff or family, the voice of the elderly is never heard (Jaffe & Miller, 1994). 
This type of approach “ensures that the researcher and caregiver maintain their authoritative 
voices in matters of care over the interests and voices of the aged” (p. 59). Even when 
researching the impact of education on healthy older adults, many research studies focus on 
statistical surveys or interview people other than those being served. One example of the 
latter is a qualitative study that was designed to explore the education of older adults from 
the perspective of public policy. In order to understand the meaning of such policy, the 
researcher chose to interview policymakers such as U.S. Representatives and Senators, 
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Department of Education and Labor officials, advocacy group directors, managers of 
programs for older adults, and think-tank consultants with experts in labor or education 
but not one older learner (Schlachter, 1991). I would speculate that the meaning of 
educational policy to older people themselves would be different from the perspectives of 
such policymakers. 
The problem, then, is that much of the research on aging is not about old people. 
Thomas Cole states that our society is good at gathering facts and figures, but we do not 
know much about the lives of older people. 
Our culture is not much interested in why we grow old, or how we ought to 
grow old, or what it means to grow old...Focusing narrowly on a reified 
‘problem of old age,’ apart from the actual lives and cultural representations 
of people growing older, the scientific management of aging [gerontology 
and geriatrics] denies our universal participation and solidarity in this most 
human experience. (1991, pp. 95-96). 
This criticism can extend to research on Learning in Retirement Institutes as well. 
Although some quantitative surveys have been designed to provide demographics and 
patterns of behavior of old people participating in LRIs, there is a lack of research using in- 
depth interviews to determine how such an experience fits into the context of the lives of 
these old people. Is their participation as a member of a community of learners an 
important part of their lives or one of many activities — or both? Is it a social outing or a 
way of filling the gaps of a lapsed education? Is it a way to feel a part of a vital process or 
an intellectual lifeline? Why do they choose the LRI model over registering for a college 
course or participating in informal learning activities? 
These kinds of questions can begin to be answered by listening to individuals and 
trying to understand the context of their lives. Their stories may confirm what we already 
know about older learners — that they are typically better educated and are motivated by a 
love of learning. But there is a lot we do not know about older learners and their stories can 
add a deeper and richer dimension to our understanding of them. We can gain knowledge 
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about the aging experience “not by concentrating exclusively on what it is to be old, but by 
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studying, observing, and listening to older lives, selves, or in other words, persons” (Ruth & 
Kenyon, 1996. p. 3). This study will include old people and the stories of their lives. 
Methods 
Participants 
Four participants were interviewed for this study. They are adults over the age of 65 
who have been members of a Learning in Retirement Institute for at least two years. This 
study uses convenience sampling which selects a sample group of participants that suits the 
definition of the population to be studied and that is convenient in location and accessibility 
to the researcher (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996). In an effort to get a diversity of experiences 
the participants include two males and two females selected from two different institutes. It 
is important to note that this form of selective sampling differs from the random sampling 
of quantitative research. Selective sampling “is a practical necessity and is theoretically 
mandatory,” according to Schatzman & Strauss (1973, p. 38). 
Whereas large random samples are important to quantitative studies, each 
participant’s story is important to the qualitative researcher and a small sample size allows 
for detailed and rich information about personal meaning and experience. The numbers of 
different stories are less relevant than the meanings and “qualitative research is excellent for 
understanding the flavor or flow of experience, the perspective of both mainstreams and 
oddballs, and the multiple viewpoints involved in any social setting” (Rubinstein, 1994, p. 
69). 
One purpose of this study is to introduce the stories of old people to break down the 
stereotypical barriers that prevent some people from respecting the value of providing 
educational opportunities to the old. While more participants could provide more stories, 
there is no number that could be interviewed that would produce scientifically significant 
information that would prove the benefits of academic programs on individuals. Rather, the 
97 
results of this study provide a rich description of four lives that may encourage the idea that 
old age can be an active and contributive experience. 
The fact that these are the stories of four ordinary people is also relevant to the 
design of this study. Research on old age could easily fall into the trap of studying only 
famous elders such as Georgia O’Keefe, Arturo Toscaninni, and Claude Monet to 
determine why they were intellectually active well into their eighties and nineties. Ward 
(1984) warns, 
Older creative superstars are often cited to combat negative 
stereotypes of aging. Many of our greatest statesmen, scientists, 
educators, and scholars have functioned into old age: John 
XXm was chosen as Pope at 77; Golda Meir became prime 
minister of Israel at 71; Pablo Picasso executed three series 
of drawings between 85 and 90; and Frank Lloyd Wright 
completed New York’s Guggenheim Museum at 89 (p. 38). 
The four participants in this study are ordinary in the respect that their accomplishments and 
achievements are not known to the general public. They are not “superstars” and as part of 
the general population they may help provide insight into the lives of “ordinary” old 
people. 
The two Learning in Retirement Institutes to which the four participants belong are 
located in New England and are identified in this study as Older and Wiser Learners 
Institute (OWL) at Private College and the Seniors Are Interested in Learning Institute 
(SAIL) at Public College. Access was negotiated by contacting the directors of the two 
different institutes and obtaining referrals from them. These directors were asked to 
randomly select individuals with the only stipulation being that one male and one female be 
chosen and that they had been members for at least two years. No special care was taken to 
include the most active (those who may participate in decision-making committees for their 
institute) or the least active (those who may only attend the classes). However, it is 
important to note that during the course of the interviews it became apparent that the four 
participants were all very active in the administration of the institutes. Participants each 
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received and signed a “Written Informed Consent Form” that explained the study’s 
purpose, its confidentiality, and their right to withdraw at any time. Pseudonyms for the 
four individuals and their family members, the two Learning in Retirement Institutes, and the 
two colleges are used throughout the study. 
My contact with OWL is the director of that program. I know the director because 
The Worcester Institute for Senior Education (WISE) at Assumption College in Worcester, 
Massachusetts of which I am the director, assisted OWL in the development stage of its 
institute. The director recruited several volunteers and the first two I contacted were Mary 
and Joe, who both agreed to participate in this study. 
I chose SAIL because I met the director at a regional conference for Learning in 
Retirement Institutes within the Northeast in 1996. When I attempted to contact her for 
access to members of SAIL, I learned that she was no longer associated with the institute. 
However, I was provided with the names of several members who volunteered to participate. 
When I contacted Doris and Jim, both agreed to the interviews. 
Since a researcher’s personal concerns, feelings, and assumptions may impact the 
interview or the interpretation of the interview it is important to document them before any 
meetings. My a priori understanding of the two institutes and their members were based on 
my perceptions of the two host colleges and my understanding of LRIs based on my 
background as the director of an institute for eight years. I specifically selected Private 
College, a small, Catholic college, and Public College, a larger, state college, because I was 
curious to see if there would be any difference in the type of LRI members these colleges 
would attract. My personal experience with the WISE institute at Assumption College, a 
private, Catholic college, is that it attracts its members for reasons more related to physical 
proximity and interest in educational programs than religious affiliation. The founding 
members of WISE were mostly of Jewish faith who found Assumption to be a host campus 
open to those of all religious faiths. Therefore, there was no reason for me to believe that 
because Private College is Catholic that all its OWL members would also be Catholic. 
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I also assumed that the members of OWL and SAIL are not a migrant population of 
retirees because, while the cities in which they are located are appealing towns to live in, 
neither are towns that retirees would necessarily move to from other areas of the country. 
For example, a study of an LRI in Florida or South Carolina may include members who 
have recently moved to the area. They may have reasons for belonging to an LRI that are 
distinctly connected with making new friends in a new environment. Data gathered on 
WISE members revealed that 88% lived in the Worcester, Massachusetts area for over 25 
years. Although they make new friends through WISE, many have an existing social 
network. Based on this prior knowledge, I assumed that most members of the two institutes 
would likely not have moved recently to the towns to retire. 
As a director of an LRI, I meet many older learners. Prior to assuming that position 
I had little exposure to older people and probably had many of the stereotypical beliefs 
about them and their capabilities. These include misconceptions about illness, frailty, and 
abilities or desire to learn new things. After meeting many physically and mentally capable 
older people through WISE, I began this study believing that the four participants would 
probably be physically healthy and mentally active. I had no preconceptions about what 
happened in their lives that made them the people they are today. 
Because of my basic expectation that these older people would be physically healthy 
I was not susceptible to the behavior that Kaufman (1994) warns about when interviewing 
older subjects. She claims some interviewers may automatically speak loudly to the elderly 
or assume they will tire easily. Ethical issues specific to interviewing the elderly such as 
cognitive impairment, volunteering to participate due to loneliness, or the need for advocacy 
or intervention outlined by Kayser-Jones and Koenig (1994) also do not appear to be valid 
when dealing with well elderly. 
Data Collection 
Three interviews were conducted with each participant. The goal of this study is to 
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gain insight into what the Learning in Retirement Institute experience means to older people. 
To that end, the interviews use open-ended, meaning-centered questions (see Appendix) in 
order to determine the meaning of this experience in the context of their lives. It is 
important to remember Spradley’s warning to listen and observe “not to discover answers 
but to find which questions to ask” (1970, p. 69). This method provides for introduction 
of topics unanticipated by the researcher but important to the participants. Although it 
opens up the possibility of traveling a path that may seem insignificant at first, this method 
allows for the unexpected revelation. 
The first interview with each participant began by attempting to build a rapport and 
sense of trust between interviewer and interviewee. After introducing myself I explained 
that the purpose of the interviews was to learn more about what it is like to be a part of a 
program such as a Learning in Retirement Institute. Time was spent getting to know each 
other and I used active listening, open-ended probes, and reflective responses to encourage 
the interviewee to reveal his or her life story (Fontana & Frey, 1998; Seidman, 1991; Athos 
& Gabarro, 1978). This first interview was essential in that it set the stage for a relationship 
between the person being interviewed and myself and it provided life story information that 
was necessary to put the person’s current learning experiences within the context of his or 
her whole life experience. 
During the initial set of interviews a few biographical questions were asked first to 
obtain some basic background information and to put the participants at ease. Examples 
include asking: what year they were born, where they were bom or grew up, if they’ve been 
married, if they have children, and if they went to high school or college. This served 
mainly as an ice-breaker and even involved revealing similar information on the part of the 
interviewer. 
The rest of the interview involved more meaning-centered questions in order to 
encourage the participants to talk about their own view of their life. To accomplish this, 
open-ended questions were asked such as: tell me about what it was like growing up, how 
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did not going (or going) to college affect you, what was it like to be a salesman (or teacher, 
or housewife), what was the most difficult time of your life and the happiest. These kinds 
of questions provided a rich description of the individual’s life story and allowed me to 
formulate an understanding of what events preceded and influenced the participants that 
made them who they are today. 
The second set of interviews involved asking open-ended questions that focused on 
the participants current everyday lives including experiences in the Learning in Retirement 
Institute. It was important to understand the individual’s daily activities and interactions in 
order to determine the importance of the educational experience in relation to the rest of his 
or her life. It was during this set of interviews that I was provided with the opportunity to 
learn what the participants do in their current lives and what kinds of social relationships 
they have. 
To that end, questions were asked such as: what is your typical day like, can you 
tell me about your relationship with your children, describe what you do with your friends, 
how do you make new friends, how did you first become involved in your LRI. This 
information offered an understanding of how active or disengaged these people are and the 
place or priority that the LRI experience has within their lives. 
The final set of interviews provided an opportunity for the participants to reflect 
upon their experiences in the educational program. Questions were asked that allowed them 
to explore their sense of the meaning or importance of their participation in a Learning in 
Retirement Institute on their everyday lives. Examples of such questions included: why do 
you continue to participate in this program, what is it like to be a member of such an 
organization, what do your friends and family think about you joining this LRI, tell me 
about the experience of being on a college campus. 
Such reflections provided a sense of the impact the Learning in Retirement Institute 
experience has upon the participants’ lives. As the quote at the beginning of this 
dissertation demonstrates, these experiences can have a great effect upon the lives of older 
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people. Often these effects can be lost in structured surveys designed to elicit specific data. 
When we listen to individuals we can determine what is meaningful to them. This meaning 
comes from the telling of their personal stories for “what is important, then, in terms of 
human meaning, are the stories of an individual’s life.” (Schuman, 1982, p. 74). 
Data Analysis 
Analysis of the data begins with the collection of data. Each interview was tape 
recorded and transcribed before the commencement of the next interview. This is important 
because points of interest may occur during one set of interviews that will influence the 
questioning and direction of the next set (Keith, 1994). Follow-up may be necessary in 
subsequent sessions if more information is needed for a better understanding or if 
information is missing. Notes were taken prior to each first interview in order to document 
access procedures and the a priori understanding of the participants and the situation. 
Because of the subjective nature of qualitative research any concerns, assumptions, or 
perceptions on the part of the researcher may be of interest later in the study. 
After transcription of each interview, a summary and a preliminary analysis were 
written. Notes on non-verbal behavior of the participants were also taken. The verbatim 
transcripts were coded and analyzed by searching for themes and patterns in an attempt to 
make sense of the material. 
Limitations of Study 
One limitation of this study is that the qualitative nature prevents widespread 
generalization of results. An understanding of four individuals’ lives and the meaning they 
give to their own educational experiences may not be representative of others. There is no 
specific number of stories that can provide a model or typical experience. 
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This study is also too limited to allow for a direct link to policy formation on an 
institutional level or societal level. However, it may help inform the policy debate about 
educational opportunities for older adults. 
Another limitation is that making sense of another’s world is not a neutral process 
and it is impossible to approach these methods in an objective manner. However, rather 
than viewing subjectivity as a negative to be avoided, I acknowledge my subjective role as a 
reality of doing research. As a researcher, this subjectivity may prevent me from telling The 
story, but allows me to explore a story told through a particular lens. 
I begin to present the results of this study in the fourth chapter by introducing the 
participants to the reader. An image of each of the four participants will be portrayed 
through the presentation of their own life stories. These stories will be used to illustrate 
how they view their past and the world around them. Their own voices will be introduced 
whenever possible by including short quotes or excerpts from the interviews. The purpose 
is to encapsulate the profiles, personalities, and experiences of the participants so that the 
reader will have some insight into who these people are and how they became the people 
they are today. Their stories are the best way to provide this information. 
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CHAPTER 4 
THE LIVES OF FOUR OLDER ADULTS 
The literature provides us with a snapshot of the older learner — a basic 
understanding of who participates in older adult education and the reasons that motivate 
them. What we do not know is how this type of learning experience affects their lives and if 
it has any particular significance or meaning to these individuals. 
In this chapter I begin to present results of the study by introducing Joe and Mary 
of the Older and Wiser Learners Institute (OWL) and Jim and Doris of the Seniors Are 
Interested in Learning Institute (SAIL). Each of these four older learners freely shared their 
life stories. The experiences they remembered and chose to relate provide insight into who 
these people are and will, in the next chapter, illustrate the impact that the Learning in 
Retirement Institute experience has upon their lives. 
This chapter focuses primarily on the lives of the four participants prior to their 
initial involvement with their respective Learning in Retirement Institutes. While their 
stories all revolve in some way around family, education, and work, other themes arise that 
distinguish them as individuals. These themes begin to be explored in this chapter and will 
also be analyzed in the next chapter in an effort to determine if there is any connection to the 
four individuals’ Learning in Retirement experiences. 
Joe’s Story - Service and Work 
When I met Joe he was dressed in a sport coat and tie — not the casual dress I 
would expect from a retiree. He is of medium height and build, with gray hair and a strong, 
deep voice. I soon found out that at the age of 71 Joe was not actually retired at all. He 
ended his long career as a marketing and sales executive and chose to begin another career 
105 
in industrial real estate. And so he continues to dress in the style in which he is most 
comfortable — that of a businessman. 
Joe began the first interview by saying he didn’t think he would have much to tell 
me - certainly not enough for three meetings. However, he actually seemed to enjoy the 
process and was excited to tell me at the start of the second interview that he had thought a 
lot about our first conversation and remembered a few things he thought I would be 
interested in. As the reader will soon discover, he had much to say about certain areas of his 
life, but was reticent about sharing his family life both as a child himself and as a husband 
and father. 
Joe was bom in 1929 and grew up in the West Roxbury area of Boston. He was 
the second child and oldest boy, with an older sister and two younger brothers. His father 
worked for the City of Boston as an engineer and ultimately became Superintendent of 
School Buildings. His mother took care of the family. He did not have much to say about 
his years growing up, but what he did reveal implied a happy, comfortable family life. He 
attended grammar school and junior high school in West Roxbury and his high school 
years were spent at Boston Technical High School. 
After high school his family was able to send him to Providence College where he 
earned a Bachelor of Science in Business Administration. Joe eventually continued his 
education at Boston University earning a Master’s degree in Marketing. Although he spent 
many years as a student, Joe preferred describing what it was like for him during the “war 
years” rather than talking about his educational experiences. Too young to serve in World 
War II, he recalled what life was like for those that remained at home during that time. His 
family was financially secure during the depression years, but he described the hardships 
endured by many. 
I grew up under the shadow of World War U and life was a little more directed 
I think. It was a little grimmer. As a teenager, I was a messenger with the Civilian 
Defense Corps. I received some formal training and was concerned about the 
safety and defense of our country. 
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People couldn’t eat meat, couldn’t buy butter, couldn’t get gasoline to run their 
cars, and had to paint out their headlights and.... I can recall being down on Cape 
Cod seeing the smoke of fires that the ships were torpedoing. Right off Cape Cod. 
I mean it had a profound affect particularly on young people. 
He entered Providence College at the age of eighteen in 1947 and his college years 
are also a connection to his memories of World War II. The war ended in 1945 and many 
returning veterans entered college in the years that followed. Taking advantage of the G.I. 
Bill, hundreds of thousands of veterans flooded campuses around the United States - 
including Providence College. Joe had three roommates and they were all veterans. 
Colleges were very, very crowded. We had a very small dormitory room. There 
was four guys in a room. Hardly room to stand up in there. And the whole college 
was like that -- mobbed. 
Joe did not spend any time talking about classes he liked, favorite professors, dating 
or fraternity parties. He went to great length talking about the returning veterans. They had 
war stories to tell and they took their education very seriously. 
I think their influence was good because these fellows had been away for...some of 
them four years, so they were more mature and more focused, I think. That 
influence sort of spilled over onto us, I think, us undergraduates right out of high 
school. 
This type of college experience was a much more serious one than what Joe thought 
was “normal collegiate attitude for younger people today.” His example for a comparison 
was an experience at his grandson’s graduation the week before our first interview. His 
grandson graduated from Dartmouth and part of the graduation included a dinner the night 
before hosted by his fraternity brothers. Joe did not detail what was said, but the “roast” 
of each of the fraternity brothers “gave an insight into these young men and their thinking 
and their college experience.” 
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He talked about his belief that things are very different for this generation of college 
students than they were for his generation. 
I was just thinking how different it is. I was thrown in with fellows that came back 
from the war, and almost immediately thereafter we were into the Korean War. So 
that through my high school and college we had the expectation that we were going 
into the military because it was necessary. And we were more focused, I think in 
terms of more serious things you might say, rather than a lot of the frivolous things 
that have become so important. And you took life more seriously. You didn’t know 
how long it was going to last. 
Following graduation from Providence College, Joe enlisted in the Navy. It was 
during the Korean War and he spent most of his five years either at a naval air station in 
Rhode Island or on an aircraft carrier in the Atlantic “chasing submarines.” He also 
married soon after college. He met his wife on a blind date. She was from Maine, but they 
met in Boston while she was attending Forsythe Dental School at Tufts University. She 
was studying to be a dental hygienist and did practice for about one year until they married 
in 1953. They have been married for forty-seven years and have five children and two 
grandchildren. Throughout the interviews Joe spent little time talking about his family. 
Interestingly, when asked how many children he had, he first said four and then quickly 
corrected his answer to five. In another interview session, when I asked about where his 
children lived he answered that most of them were in Scituate, Massachusetts. When I 
commented that they were not far away he replied, “We’re fairly close in that sense.” 
Joe began his career after he completed his tour in the Navy and his graduate 
education. His educational background was in business and while in the Navy he was in the 
Supply Corps which he explained as being the “business side of the Navy.” Upon 
reflection, he realized that being in the Navy was an educational experience because he was 
able to apply what he had studied in college. 
In the Navy I really got the chance to work organizational systems much of which 
were manual systems. Before I left college we had a field trip to an IBM branch 
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office, and I had a chance to see what were then punch card machines. Today they 
are archaic, but in those days they were a major step beyond manual systems. 
During the Navy, I began to see what the future of this [computers] really was so 
that when I got out I looked at a lot of companies. But I finally went with IBM 
because of the technology. I could see the application of it. It worked out very well 
because I was able to step in almost immediately understanding the need. So 
instead of selling equipment, I was selling results. It was very rewarding. 
Joe was in on the ground floor of what would eventually change business practices 
throughout the world. He joined IBM the month the company delivered the first computer 
to Boston. He stayed at IBM for five years and then took a position at Honeywell in 
Boston where he stayed for twenty years. He described his five years at IBM as enjoyable, 
but eventually frustrating. Although the company hired the best people in the field, he felt it 
was very controlling and it “over-managed” the sales force. He also felt that if he advanced 
much higher he would be assigned to corporate headquarters in New York ~ an area he did 
not want to move to. 
His conversation revealed his love of computers and he described in great length 
how they have revolutionized everything that we have today from airplanes to buildings. He 
also clearly loved the problem-solving aspect of computer applications. He felt too confined 
at IBM, a company whose corporate culture was regimented to the point of being almost 
militaristic. Although Joe had been in the military, his style of business needed a culture 
that encouraged freedom to experiment. 
I reached the point where I said, ‘Hey, I don’t want to play this game. I want to do 
my business.’ Because you really, in marketing and in sales, you were an 
independent businessman. You are carrying your company’s product but you are 
organizing your territory and organizing your customers and prospects, you are 
managing your own business. So I joined Honeywell which was just starting out in 
the computer business out of Boston and I spent twenty years with them. That was 
very rewarding. The whole business was fun because we were constantly creating. 
The world was not automated so wherever you went there was an opportunity to take 
an application, take a business problem, analyze it and develop a whole new 
approach to it. It was exciting. It was fun and it was pretty rewarding financially. 
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Joe continued in the computer business after his long-term service to Honeywell. 
He became Vice President of Marketing at a company called Op-Tech7 that dealt with 
optical systems and graphic art systems. After several years he went to In-Tech Company 
that concentrated on computer applications for the insurance industry. Today, he reflects 
that his career in computers has gone full circle. At IBM, it was service oriented in that his 
department analyzed the client s business, designed a system for them, brought the system 
in-house to IBM, and then ran the client’s work on the system. At that time, most of the 
companies that were IBM clients did not have their own computers. 
At Honeywell, Joe became involved in the hardware business. He sold computers 
and the systems to clients. Similarly, Op-Tech specialized in selling systems to clients. At 
In-Tech it was back to the service business, but for major insurance companies. Joe 
developed application systems for insurance ratings systems. Throughout his career, the 
fun of the business was working with people and helping them solve their business 
problems. 
His career was very hectic and involved extensive travelling. Joe spent a lot of time 
away from his family and his community. The time apart was hard on him and on his 
family but he credited his wife with managing the family and “keeping things together.” 
Eventually he tired of that lifestyle and decided to find something he could do that would 
keep him near home. He had moved to New Hampshire with Op-Tech and liked the area. 
The commercial real estate business appealed to him and provided him with the opportunity 
to finally establish roots in a community. Although his family had not had to move much 
because of his career, he felt that he, himself, had never stayed still long enough to become a 
part of a community. He describes his decision to cut back, not retire, as a well thought out 
plan. 
I have no desire to retire actually (laughter). I enjoy people. I enjoy being involved 
in business problems. I don’t want to spend my days sitting on the couch watching 
7Op-Tech and In-Tech are pseudonyms. 
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Oprah. I don’t look at retirement as a time to just sit back or play golf the rest of my 
life. Life is too interesting. It s too much fun to be involved. And so about ten 
years ago I left the computer business and went into the real estate business. The 
reason I did it was I was looking ahead in this sense, that I wanted to get into a 
business I could control. So that as I got older and perhaps less inclined to work at 
the pace I did when I was younger, I would be able to do that at my own time. I 
worked for big corporations and that is very demanding. And most of the time it’s 
[retirement] a binary situation. You’re working full-time, flat out or you’re not 
working at all. You leave and there’s nothing there. I wanted to get into something 
that I could gradually ~ computer term: graceful degradation (laughter). You don’t 
want the machine to crash - you want to take it down one step at a time and control 
it as you’re doing it (laughter). And that’s essentially what I’ve done. I can 
schedule my own time and do what I want, when I want. It’s by choice and I have 
control. 
This lengthy passage sums up Joe’s philosophy of retirement, and his use of 
computerese to put words to his theory is both amusing and revealing. His career has 
revolved around organized systems analysis and so it is no surprise that he has analyzed his 
future as well. He observed colleagues who retired from corporate life who abruptly went 
from an all-consuming schedule of work to doing nothing. Joe knew he would not be 
satisfied with trading a busy life for a slow one because, for him, that would be trading a 
useful life for a purposeless one. Getting into the real estate business was a way he could 
control his time and his productivity. He can slow down if and when he wants. In fact, he 
has started to spend less time on the real estate business as he gets more involved with other 
things such as OWL and church activities. 
Joe’s wife did not work while their children were growing up, but for the last eight 
years she worked at their Catholic church as a secretary. During the course of these 
interviews she retired. Joe explained that she enjoyed her work there and that she will miss 
it, but he hoped that she will become involved with OWL. She is already very involved in 
painting and folk art and has many friends with whom she socializes. They went on a long- 
anticipated Alaskan cruise to celebrate her retirement. Unfortunately, when they returned 
from Alaska Joe’s wife broke her ankle and for several months was unable to get around 
without his help. She was not able to attend the first OWL classes for which she registered. 
Ill 
The themes that came up repeatedly during my interviews with Joe concerned 
service and work. World War II clearly had an effect on him and contributed to his keen 
sense of contribution to one’s country and one’s community. Even when talking about his 
college years he related education to a sense of duty. 
There was some fooling around [during college] but underlying it was a more sober 
purpose. You had a sense of your civic responsibility as a citizen and preparing 
yourself for what was to come. In my generation most of the fellows either joined 
voluntarily in the military or were drafted. And so it was kind of... In a way it was a 
rite of passage, I think for young people or young men. It [military service] was a 
final break between home, mother, the nurturing of the education system and the real 
world. 
He admired those who served in World War II, and he had an opportunity to live 
with three veterans during college. For those who fought in World War II, most would 
never have had the financial resources to attend college if not for the G.I. Bill. Joe theorized 
that by rewarding the civic responsibility demonstrated by the veterans, the government 
changed the country forever. 
It made a complete change in the culture of the United States. So many of these 
people who probably couldn’t have gone [to college] or weren’t motivated enough 
to work their way through because they had been deprived of most everything for 
four years, the odds are that they would have gotten a job, bought a car, and married 
a woman and had a family and their life would have been directed that way. But, 
because the government offered them that opportunity to go to school, a great many 
availed themselves of that and it made a major change. We had so many more 
educated people in society and I think it was the root cause of the prosperity in this 
country. 
His comments indicated that he believed higher education is taken for granted or not 
taken seriously by many young people today. He also thought that the younger generation 
does not have the same sense of service that his generation does. Joe stated his philosophy 
is that during the turbulent 1960s, young people rejected civic responsibility as not 
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meaningful. Those same people are parents today and have transferred that belief to their 
children. 
There isn’t that sense of responsibility, of giving yourself, giving some time to your 
country. It’s how much can I give to myself, how quickly can I aspire to be a dot¬ 
com millionaire. 
Besides the influence of World War II, he thinks he has this strong belief in service 
and contribution because of his background. His family taught him not to focus so much 
on self, but on the family and community. His religious upbringing as a Catholic also 
contributed to his obligation to give back of himself. 
In your formative years when you’re raised with serious things going on in the 
world, the sense of responsibility is to do what you could to resolve them. There are 
still serious things going on in the world, but I don’t think our focus is so much on 
things exterior. In a sense we’re morally bankrupt. You listen to the candidates 
and all they talk about is how much they are going to give you. John Kennedy said 
it’s not so much what the country can give you, it’s what you can give the country. 
We’ve lost that. I think particularly young people have come to expect that the 
government has a responsibility to do everything for them.It goes back to the 60s 
and the Vietnam War. They were saying, ‘I don’t have a responsibility for what my 
government’s doing. It’s somebody else’s responsibility. I’m just going to take 
care of me.’ Totally different from the World War II generation. 
His philosophy might directly oppose some people’s belief that today it is his 
generation that expects a “hand-out” from the government. They point to the expected 
crisis in Social Security and Medicare or Medicaid and the entitlement mentality of old 
people that may endanger their grandchildren’s futures (Peterson, 1999). However, Joe felt 
strongly that people of his age have a stronger ethic towards service and giving back and he 
strives to continue this in his present-day life. Some of Joe’s other activities include a 
commitment to his church with which he has been very much involved. He was chairman of 
the Parish Council for over six years and he teaches Bible classes to sixth graders. 
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He was also able to contribute his services in a meaningful way through his work. 
Not unlike many men of his generation, work defined his identity. Hard work and long 
hours enabled him to provide a very comfortable life for his family even if he wasn’t around 
much to share it with them. Besides his career, Joe also devoted thirty years to the naval 
reserves and retired as a captain. Some of his comments throughout the interviews implied 
that his income level was very good because of his long-term affiliation with the computer 
industry. As an executive who began his career at the start of this new industry, he made 
money from company stocks. He succeeded very well in the role of “provider” that was 
the stereotype of husbands and fathers during the 1950s and 1960s. Since he spent much 
time talking about work and very little about his family it is possible that his role as provider 
may have conflicted with his role as parent.8 
Before Joe was even at the age of retirement, he began to look ahead and realized 
that he wanted to define his own retirement. His mother lived to the age of 97 and he spent 
a lot of time visiting with her during her last four years when she was in an assisted-living 
facility. This time spent around the elderly provided him with the opportunity to be “a little 
more conscious of what’s to come.” His plan for “graceful degradation” was a deliberate 
strategy to control his own life on his own terms. He was aware that retirement from work 
traditionally meant that one day his life would be full of activity and the next day he would 
be faced with nothing to do. Joe’s plan was to slowly withdraw from work by giving up the 
grind of the corporate world for a job that he could manipulate. This served two purposes: 
he could set his own hours and level of activity and he could finally settle down into his 
8Strauss and Howe (1991) explain that the G.I. Generation preferred clear sex-role 
definitions. Husbands and fathers were expected to achieve the American Dream for their families 
by working hard to provide a home in the suburbs, a car, and all the modem household 
conveniences. Wives and mothers were responsible for the nurturing of the children. Strauss and 
Howe claim that the “G.I.s’ rift with their own children arose, in substantial part, from the refusal 
of Boomer youths to accept the exaggerated masculinity of G.I. fathers” (p. 264). The culture of 
the fifties and sixties inspired fathers to fulfill their provider “duties” but may have caused an 
emotional distancing between fathers and their children. 
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community. He doesn’t refer to his family life, but of course by this stage of his life his 
children are grown and on their own. 
We hear about other men of his era who approach retirement with fears of becoming 
irrelevant or with a sense of denial that often results in a drastic shock. Experts develop 
books and manuals on how to survive the lifestyle changes that retirement produces (Cantor, 
2001; Smith & Smith, 2000; Rich, Sampson, & Fetherling, 1999) and writers keep 
journals to document their impending retirement in an effort to prepare for the trauma 
(Klaus, 1999). Retirement researcher Atchley (1976) proposed a series of seven phases that 
individuals pass through before and during retirement. These phases are both positive and 
negative and generally involve times of denial, acceptance, and stability, but it is more 
difficult to adjust to retirement for those whose lifestyles revolved entirely around work. 
Hornstein and Wapner (1985) identified four retirement styles. They found that individuals 
who had invested a significant part of their identity in the role of worker constituted the 
“imposed disruption” retirement style. Retirement for them usually meant an abrupt break 
from work followed by depression and anger over the loss of their most highly valued 
activity and source of self-identity. Such negative adjustment can lead to poor health and 
low levels of life satisfaction (Braithwaite, Gibson, and Bosly-Craft (1986). Joe had the 
foresight to anticipate the possibility of “imposed disruption” upon his eventual retirement 
and took control of the situation. 
Joe described approaching this time of his life with a clear vision of what he wanted 
his old age to look like. He hoped to be able to continue to work and to give back in some 
way and he wanted to do this on his own terms. Listening to Joe’s story it is easy for me to 
see why it would be difficult for him to give up a lifetime of service for daily rounds of golf. 
It is now hard for me to imagine Joe in casual golf attire rather than the jacket and tie that so 
clearly defines who he was and still is. 
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Mary's Story - Social Expectations and Family 
Mary spoke quietly but decisively, and was happy to share her story. The 
disappointments in her life have not dampened her spirit, but some physical problems may 
be starting to take their toll. She is a tall woman with stylish gray hair and for our meetings 
she dressed in casual skirts and sweaters. At our first meeting she presented no outward 
signs of physical impairment, but at our subsequent meetings she seemed tired and walked 
slowly. She never mentioned any ill health throughout any of the interviews until I 
commented that she looked tired. It was only then that she revealed that she has two 
artificial hips. Surgery was several years ago, but she neglected her exercises and is now in 
physical therapy. In fact, she rearranged her usual appointment to accommodate one of our 
interviews. Although in some pain, Mary’s enthusiasm never waned. 
Mary was born in 1932, making her 68 years old at the time of our interviews. Born 
in Yonkers, New York, the family moved to Riverdale when she was four and remained there 
throughout her childhood. Riverdale is fifty feet inside the New York City limits and about 
as close as the family wanted to be to the city. Her father was a civil engineer with the 
Department of Marine and Aviation and he supervised the New York City harbors. The 
move accommodated his job which required residency within New York City. 
She grew up as the youngest child with a sister who was four years older and a 
brother who was two years older. Her mother stayed at home to care for the family. That 
changed with the outbreak of World War II. When the war began, Mary’s father enlisted at 
the age of 39 and served in the Army Corps of Engineers. While he was away, Mary’s 
mother took a position at a research institute working for a botanist who conducted plant 
research to determine the causes and effects of malaria and other diseases of the South 
Pacific that could debilitate United States troops. She worked at the institute for the last 
three years of the war and stayed on for a short while after its end. 
Although many women worked to help the war effort, Mary explained that her 
mother worked to “fill a void.” She noted that her family’s life was different from others in 
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the neighborhood. Not many of her friends had fathers in the war because men that age 
were not often drafted. So Mary’s mother did not have the same experience as other 
women her age ~ she was alone while her friends in the neighborhood still had their 
husbands. The domestic routine typical in most families of that era revolved around the 
schedule of the husbands. When that was altered for Mary’s mother she chose to fill the 
void with work that she came to find very interesting. Mary was about nine years old at the 
time her mother began to work outside the home. Her father spent four years overseas. 
Mary was quite animated while talking about her high school and college years and 
clearly enjoyed reminiscing about the experiences she had. She was educated in Catholic 
schools and both the high school and the college she attended were for women only. 
All my education was Catholic education. So, as far as public education I have no 
concept. No concept of what it was like to be in a co-ed class or anything. But it 
was fun. I really didn’t know any different because all of my friends were in 
[single-sex schools], even the boys that were in our grade school, went to all-boy 
high schools. So we didn’t feel like we were deprived. 
Her older sister went to high school at Mt. Saint Vincent High School Academy and 
continued at the College of Mt. Saint Vincent. The campus was only four hundred feet from 
the family’s front gate. Mary’s parents wanted this safe environment for Mary also, but 
she describes herself as “a little more rebellious.” 
Of course my parents wanted me to go there and I didn’t want any part of it. I went 
to high school in New York City which was a large school and I really enjoyed it. It 
was on 50th Street between Fifth and Lexington. I felt very safe in the City. At that 
time it was. I used to take the New York Central home every day. When I went to 
college I went to Marymount College on 21st Street and I enjoyed that. I liked the 
idea of small classes after the large classes in high school. 
Although Mary clearly enjoyed her time in high school and college she described it 
as “strictly an interim phase before marriage.” Indeed, she studied history in college for 
* 
only two years before she left school to marry. She first met the man who would eventually 
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become her husband when she was only twelve. He was a friend of her older brother and 
six and one half years older than she. Although she saw him off and on throughout her 
teenage years it was not until she was in college and he was in a master*s degree program at 
Fordham University that they became reacquainted. They married in 1953 when she was 
twenty-one years old. 
Mary described a culture in which getting married automatically meant leaving 
school. 
I never really got that far in college, but, of course, those were the days when you 
couldn’t be married and go to school. They wouldn’t even consider it. I went to 
a Catholic, liberal arts college and that was the policy. I mean maybe if I was at a 
public university then it would have been different. But at a small. Catholic, liberal 
arts college that’s what it was like. It didn’t phase me one bit. It was such a normal 
thing. I had other friends and we knew that if you chose to get married before you 
graduated, then you didn’t graduate. 
Like Joe, Mary had an opinion on the difference between how her generation valued 
college education compared to today’s young people, but her opinion was from a woman’s 
perspective and experience. She went to college as a normal next step after high school, but 
her life goal was to get married, not to start a career. Therefore, she reflected that young 
women today probably take their education more seriously because they are seeking 
careers. 
There was never, ever a question in my mind that I would need to fall back on a 
career. Whereas I think the young people of today are not afforded that luxury. 
They realize that it is going to take sometimes two incomes or, for whatever reason, 
they may be forced to become a single parent. And I think they take it more 
seriously. Not that we [women] didn’t take our education seriously, but I guess we 
didn’t because no one ever really worked for more than a year or two until you 
started to have a family. I don’t think I knew of any women — and I include my 
sister’s group of friends who were very studious, law school, medical school, 
master’s to teach or in social work — they worked for just a short period until they 
started a family. I mean it was just very, very different. A different way of life. It 
was the boys who were going to be the breadwinners, not the girls. I think the 
veterans were a lot more serious about their education. And I guess I was not as 
serious a student as maybe I should have been. I went to a very social college and 
maybe that’s a lot the way I felt about school. We did our work and we studied, but 
we studied to pass our tests. Not ever, ever thinking we better study and learn this 
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because we may need to rely on this. I mean it was just something that never 
entered into our heads. r 
Mary s marriage took her away from New York City. Her husband was a 
marketing executive and, due to his job promotions or acceptance of new positions in 
different companies, they moved frequently. Their travels took them to New Jersey, 
Wisconsin, Florida, Long Island and New Hampshire. She explained that at that time 
moving was the only way to achieve advancement for businessmen working for big 
companies. 
They also started a big family. Mary gave birth to eight children, but two died in 
infancy. The six children that lived were bom within a seven year time span and so she was 
totally immersed in childrearing for many years. Travelling was fun for her despite the 
logistics of moving a large family. 
I didn’t mind it at all. I really didn’t. I kind of looked at it as exciting because in 
those days the movers would come in and pack everything and put everything back 
in place. There wasn’t any work and a lot of time the hardest part was living in a 
hotel for a week or two with children, especially little ones. The novelty wears off 
quickly. But I didn’t mind it. I was very happy doing what I was doing. 
Mary spent a lot of time talking about her experiences as a wife and mother during 
the 1950s and 1960s. She recalled enjoying that time even though she was very busy taking 
care of six children. Her husband was not home very much because he had to travel as part 
of his job. But she described herself as “lucky” because she could afford to hire someone 
to help her. 
We were able to buy a house right off. And my husband had his master’s degree 
so I think financially we fared better than some. And I had a woman who came in 
two days a week. We were living then in Wisconsin and I had a big, old, Victorian, 
six-bedroom home. I was busy and I was very wrapped up in what I was doing, 
but I can’t say as I was overwhelmed. I didn’t have time to do anything really for 
myself, but I had no problems with my children and we lived comfortably. We had 
two cars. My biggest problem was going grocery shopping with children. You 
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know, I had to get the sitter to come in and stay with the children so I could go 
grocery shopping. But they were good years, yes, very good years. 
But looking back at that time from her present day perspective almost fifty years 
later, she reevaluated the era. Her primary goal at that time was to raise her children and she 
speculated that she was not unlike other women at that time. Most women did not work 
outside the home and she described fathers as the providers and mothers as the nurturers. 
If fathers were away from the home much of the time, it was not a concern because they 
were fulfilling their obligations. If it ever bothered Mary that she “didn’t have time to do 
anything really” for herself because she spent all of her time caring for six children, she 
just looked around her and saw that all of her women friends were in the same situation. 
She also never looked much beyond her neighborhood to what was going on in the larger 
world. 
It was kind of a Pollyanna world, my world was. I mean everything was fine. No 
one worked. Our whole goal was taking care of children and raising them. Taking 
care of the house and cooking. I mean, when you think about it today, it was a 
Pollyanna world. It was just a different world, but it was a good world. I sometimes 
wish the young mothers today could experience it. But you can’t ever go back. 
It was a recently completed OWL course on Vietnam that changed the way she felt 
about the time during which she was busy raising a family. She realized that there was 
much going on in the world from which she shielded herself. And in talking with other 
women in the class, she discovered that they were coming to the same realization. 
That whole era of our lives .... We have to admit we’re ashamed. We were so 
unaware of...we were so involved with raising children, it [Vietnam] was so far away. 
It was just something that I put out of my mind. And quite a few of the women who 
were raising children felt that way. 
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Mary was happy during that time, however. She had no financial worries and 
seemed to view each new move as an adventure. After years of travel, Mary and her 
husband decided that they wanted to settle down in New Hampshire rather than move again. 
In order to do this her husband went into business for himself. Although the moves had not 
affected Mary’s children academically, the constant adjustments were difficult for them 
socially. They were happy to finally be able to put down roots in a community and they 
lived there for many years. Then the unexpected happened and Mary’s life changed 
dramatically. 
At the age of 59, Mary’s husband died of cancer. Mary herself was only 53 at the 
time and she had been married for thirty-two years. There were only seven weeks between 
the time they found out that he was ill and his death. Although she was grateful that he 
didn’t suffer long, there was no time to adjust to the tragedy. Mary also realized that she 
was left to dissolve his complicated business affairs. Her children were all on their own by 
that time and she was alone. The legal affairs took three years and when they were finally 
resolved she sold her New Hampshire home and went to Maine. 
I went to Maine for six years mainly because I just didn’t know what I wanted to 
do. It took three years to wrap up his business and it just seemed that it took that 
long before I was ready to go on. I was running away. In all honesty and in 
retrospect I can say that. We had gone through a period where we did things 
with ...there were six of us, three couples, and I was the only survivor left. I mean 
these were all people who had died in their fifties of heart attacks or cancer. I just 
wanted to get away. So I sold my house and away I went. 
For a while Mary lived near Sebago Lake in Maine and worked three days a week. 
She was an assistant to a researcher associated with Purdue University. She found that job 
very interesting and fun although “his inventions never went too well.” But her 
condominium on the lake was very isolated. Only six others lived in the complex during the 
winter months and she was far from her family. She described it as desolate during the 
winter. 
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She moved to the Wells area of Maine and found a job working three days a week at 
a psychiatric hospital in Portland. After three and a half years the hospital closed but she 
was offered a similar position in Wellesley, Massachusetts at an affiliated hospital. She 
didn’t want to live near Boston and eventually she settled in a small town near Nashua, New 
Hampshire. 
Mary talked frequently about her children and grandchildren. She has three 
daughters who live in New York, one daughter in Massachusetts, one daughter in New 
Hampshire, and one son in New Hampshire. She doesn’t get to see her twelve 
grandchildren as much as she would like, but she has five nearby. Her main reason for 
choosing the town was to visit them easily. Once settled in New Hampshire she considered 
finding another part-time job, but she wanted control of her time. 
I was very lucky with my jobs in Maine. They didn’t care how I put in twenty-one 
hours. So I was pretty flexible. Normally I worked Monday, Wednesday, and 
Thursday. But if I wanted to go away for a long weekend I could work Tuesday, 
Wednesday, Thursday. Because I was on projects and as long as the projects were 
done it didn’t really matter what days I was there. So I didn’t think I would find 
another job like that. After having raised six children, I want flexibility in my life 
and a job -- you have commitment with a job. And I’m not so sure I want that kind 
of commitment. I mean I spent so many years raising a family and now it is my 
turn. 
Mary explained that she is there for her children whenever they need her, but they 
rarely call on her to babysit. Some of her grandchildren are teenagers and sometimes she 
stays with them if their parents are away overnight. She described having a good 
relationship with them and they think she’s “great.” 
All of her children went to college. Two daughters work outside the home, one as a 
teacher and one as a buyer of jewelry. Two daughters and one daughter-in-law are at home 
raising children and one daughter has no children. She described the conflict one daughter 
is going through in her decision to continue to stay home, return to teaching, or begin to 
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study educational law. Her lawyer husband is supportive and is encouraging her to study 
law. 
It is a different generation. They have different goals than my generation. And I 
know my husband used to get so upset because he used to deal with a lot of 
people’s finances and he couldn’t get over how many women who were in their 
forties ~ college graduates- who didn’t know how to balance a checkbook. We 
just turned everything over to the men. And a lot of these were really bright women 
and they didn’t know how to cope. Thank God that has changed. 
The themes that arise from Mary’s recollections of her life revolve around social 
expectations and family. Mary became one of those women that her husband used to worry 
about ~ one who didn’t know how to cope. The cultural traditions of her time were very 
strong and for a young woman of her background and upbringing it was not unusual to 
attend college while waiting for the right man to come along. Marriage wasn’t even a goal, 
it was an expected passage that all women went through on their way from childhood to 
womanhood. There was no need to dedicate much time to education when one knew that 
marriage and children would replace any job. Husbands were the providers and wives were 
not expected to work or to have any basic understanding of what was necessary for financial 
stability. Raising a large family was something Mary did joyfully. The loss of two babies 
was sad, but raising six that were bom within a seven year time span kept her very busy. 
She mentioned not having time for herself only in passing and focused more on how she 
was fortunate to have domestic help and that she had no problems with her children. 
Mary, along with many women of her time, seldom gave a thought to the negative 
side of these cultural expectations. Her life was a self-described “Pollyanna” existence 
where she took care of the children and her husband took care of everything else. When he 
died at a young age, just as the children had left home, Mary found herself alone and 
unprepared to face the future. Even her closest friends had died at a young age. She 
admitted to “running away” from her life when she first moved to Maine and hinted at a 
time of real despair. 
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However, as a young girl Mary was rebellious in her determination to attend the 
high school and college in New York City that she desired rather than the schools in her 
I neighborhood. And she watched as her mother went to work for several years unlike any of 
I her friends mothers. This independent streak resurfaced and helped her through some 
difficult times. She did not even consider living with her children after her husband’s death, 
but sold her home of many years, moved to another state, and found a job. 
Well you know you have to learn to accept. I look for the pluses. When I became 
a widow, instead of looking for the negatives of widowhood, I looked at the 
positives. I don’t cook a big dinner if I don’t feel like it. I didn’t have to be home at 
a certain time to get dinner ready. I could just go where I wanted to go, come home 
when I wanted. & I just felt like reading a book half the day I could do that and not 
feel guilty. So I always look for the pluses. Same old Pollyanna attitude! (Laughs) 
It doesn’t do any good to look at the negatives. You mope ~ who’s miserable? 
Yourself. Everybody reacts differently. I have to admit for six years I kept moving 
around. I was running away. I know that. But that was how I reacted and then I 
came back and joined the living again. 
Today, family is still uppermost on her mind as she described the lives of her 
children and anticipated visits with grandchildren. She explained, “Commuting to visit my 
grandchildren is really what brought me to [Small Town].” The need to stay close to her 
family is important to Mary. Her self-imposed exile to Sebago Lake was an effort to 
readjust to her new life on her own terms. Her “running away” was a struggle to make an 
emotional transition from being alone to being independent. 
Mary doesn’t mind time alone now and described herself as an avid reader. “The 
one bad thing though is I find that I can shut the world out. I can read for seven or eight 
hours straight and then I don’t do much of anything else.” However, she wasn’t content 
to stay at home. She did volunteer work at the library for a while and recently joined the 
board of directors for the New Hampshire Mental Health Agency. Mary needed something 
in her life besides visiting family. She watched her mother live to 93 and worried that her 
life would shrink in the same way. 
I 
I couldn’t be content to stay at home reading because what I didn’t want to have 
happen was my mother lived to be 93. She died two days after her 93rd birthday 
and I did not want to find myself in the situation that my only interests were my 
four walls, what pertained to me. I just didn t want that. You are boring, it’s 
negativeness, and I just wasn’t going to be any part of that. 
As she watched her aging mother, Mary realized that although her husband did not 
have a chance to enjoy a retirement, she may live for many more years. She also came to a 
point in her life when she realized she loved her family but never wanted to impose on them. 
She knew that she may have to rely on them when she gets older, but for now she claimed to 
want “to live her own life, not a life through her children.” 
Mary’s story is one of devotion to family and of a time and culture that did not 
inspire self- sufficiency in women. The early death of Mary’s husband is the great tragedy 
in her life, but it also served as a wake-up call to her. She understood that, for better or 
worse, she was alone and needed to find the inner strength to take control of her life. 
Worried that her world would become narrow as she aged, she hoped to find something that 
would expand it. Mary dismissed the terms “senior” or “elderly” and plans to remain as 
young as she feels in her mind. “Old age is always ten years ahead of where we are at.” 
Her road to independence was rocky, but now, after years of caring for family, she 
enthusiastically stated “it is my turn.” 
Doris ’s Story - Duty and Independence 
Doris was an interviewer’s dream. She needed little encouragement to tell her story 
and, in fact, it seemed that she must have spoken of these events many times because she 
never hesitated or slowed down even when retelling a particularly difficult event in her life. 
“I could write a book!” she exclaimed at one point when I commented on her remarkable 
life. Now 73, her life has taken many unexpected turns, but each setback seemed to make 
Doris even stronger. Although short in stature, she always stood to her full height, and her 
energetic personality also contributed to her powerful physical presence. Doris walked 
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through the hallways, greeting everyone who passed in her strong voice and often with an 
encouraging comment about how well they looked. Her hairstyle - a gray bob - 
overpowered her small face, but nothing else seemed to overwhelm Doris. 
Doris was bom in Queens, New York in 1927. She was an only child and her 
family was poor. Her father came from Budapest and her mother from Germany and they 
met after arriving in the United States. Her father found work as a window cleaner and her 
mother stayed at home to raise Doris. Doris grew up speaking only her mother’s native 
language of German until she entered school. Both parents were eager to assimilate the 
customs of America, although anxious to maintain some German heritage. Education was 
valued as a way to not only become a part of the American way of life, but as a way to better 
oneself and advance in society. 
My father was a window cleaner, but he was a frustrated learner. I have visions of 
my father trying to leam English. Somebody told him the way to leam English was 
to do the crossword puzzles so my father sat with the New York Times crossword 
puzzles and all these books. I can’t believe it now. And everything I learned in 
school was because he was a hard task master. If I came home with a 97 -- ‘why 
didn’t you get 100.’ Very European. And, so when I started learning, whatever I 
was learning he would pick up and do. He should have been....it’s a pity. 
Doris also recalled her father’s pride in his new country and in his daughter. When 
her friends came to the house, he made a big effort to speak English to them. And when she 
voted for the first time, he went with her and bragged to all who were there, “This is my 
daughter. She is American. She is going to vote.” 
Her parents instilled the importance of an education in their daughter and left little 
room for an alternative life plan. 
I learned very quickly once I went to school. It was my father’s dream that his child 
go to college. It’s all I ever heard. Of course, in my day and age, this was not 
expected from a family that didn’t have any money. This was not an option to 
have. 
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Doris took her father’s dream as her own and despite the family’s economic 
disadvantages worked hard to make it a reality. She graduated from high school at the age 
of sixteen by going through an accelerated program. None of her friends went on to college 
and she eventually lost touch with them. Doris claimed that at that time it was unusual for a 
woman of immigrant parents to attend college. Her father had always hoped that his wife’s 
wealthy parents in Germany would help with Doris’s education, but they lost everything 
during World War II. Doris considered it a miracle that Queens College, a city college, 
opened while she was in high school and she was able to become a member of its third 
class. 
Although the college was in her own borough, it was not close to home. Doris 
either rode her bike or took the bus to get to the campus. She described the campus as a 
converted reform school that still had bars on the windows. It was an affordable option for 
a young woman in Doris’s financial circumstances. The only cost was for books and that 
amounted to about fifty dollars each term. 
Doris was smart and math was her strong point, so she threw herself into college life 
without any thoughts of possible failure. 
So I went into the Engineering program and I lasted two years. I was the only 
woman. Actually, I was not a woman. I was a girl and that was my problem. I 
was too young. I could not put up with the abuse they gave me. They were really 
terrible to me. They did not want me; they made it obvious. Normally, I am 
extremely strong willed, but this is one time I just couldn’t take it. So I changed 
my major and became a Math and Economics major. 
A weaker woman may have become discouraged and left college, but Doris was 
determined. She chose another unconventional major and became the only woman in the 
department. Now that she was not distracted with harassment from her classmates, she was 
happy with her studies. Most of the other women she met in college entered the more 
traditional majors of Art and History, but she recalled one friend who wanted to be a doctor. 
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My best friend wanted to be a doctor. And she was brilliant but she had two strikes 
against her. She was Catholic and she was a woman. She couldn’t even get into 
medical school no matter what and she ended up being a nurse. 
Doris was also aware of social class distinctions. In her experience, those that were 
able to become doctors and lawyers were from influential families who were able to send 
their children to better schools. Although Queens College was a wonderful experience for 
her, she acknowledged, “when you said you went to a city college you didn’t get a positive 
reaction from people.” 
Her strict European family upbringing began to confine her independent nature. 
She wanted the freedom to live on her own, but this was a problem for a young woman of 
her background. She could not rent an apartment as a single woman. So she sought her 
freedom through the only method at her disposal. 
I decided I wanted to be on my own and no way in those days would a girl rent an 
apartment. So, of course, I decided that I had to get married to get out. Which I did. 
I was married a year before I graduated. Marriage was the only thing to do. I mean 
women got married. You didn’t have the options that women have now. My family 
would not have approved of just dating. My father said he didn’t care about my 
getting married but I had to promise him I would finish college. And I said I would. 
He also made me promise that I wouldn’t have children until after I graduated from 
college. 
Doris met her future husband during the summer after her sophomore year while 
she worked in a war plant. He was the manager of the plant and fifteen years older than 
she. They dated and she said, “It just ended up that he’s the person I married.” The 
appeal was his maturity compared to the college men she met. Perhaps his “wonderful” 
red sports car and financial security were attractive as well. She explained that she did not 
date much because the young men she knew from her neighborhood were from Irish- 
Catholic families and at that time dating between people of different religions was not 
acceptable. 
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The age difference between Doris and her husband-to-be didn’t bother her parents. 
Her mother was delighted with this arrangement and Doris, herself, “never thought about 
the age difference ~ it never even occurred to me.” She married in 1947 at the age of 
nineteen just before her senior year. When the college found out that she was married it 
tried to force her to leave. Unlike many women of her era who married and dropped out of 
college, she vowed to continue her education and argued her position with the college 
administration. An interesting paradox about Doris was that although she had a strong 
independent nature, Doris could not find a way to leave her family except through the 
conventional path of marriage. Yet at the same time she finds herself strong enough to fight 
social norms and administrative policy in order to keep her promise to her father and finish 
her college education. 
In fact, they [college] wanted to throw me out when they found out I got married. 
They weren’t very happy with it. But at that time the veterans were all coming back 
so they had to keep me because a lot of them were married. They didn’t know what 
to do with me, they really didn’t. But they decided since I was so close to 
graduation that they would just let me finish. I think if I hadn’t been as far as I 
was I probably would have been kicked out. 
Never doing anything the easy way, Doris created even more trouble for herself 
when she became pregnant. The college again tried to force her to leave, but she fought to 
stay and eventually fulfilled her father’s dream of earning her college degree. She 
graduated in 1948 at the age of twenty. However, being eight months pregnant, she was not 
allowed to attend her commencement ceremony, nor would the college allow her to have her 
maiden name on the diploma. This disappointed her father and she called their rules 
“ludicrous,” but she survived the college experience despite all the difficulties she 
encountered along the way. It would not be the last time that she would be forced to deal 
with adversity. 
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Anyway, I survived that [college]. However, the marriage only lasted four years and 
I left my husband with three small children. I never really had time to pursue 
anything in my own field because people weren’t alone [divorced] in those days, it 
was very unusual. And my parents were dreadfully upset that I had left what they 
considered a good marriage. He was quite well to do and he was a lot older than I 
was. 
Doris supported herself and her children for the next eighteen years. These years 
were very different from the stereotypical suburban family life of the fifties and sixties. She 
first went to work for American Airline at La Guardia Airport and her mother watched her 
young children. She started as a reservations agent and was soon put in the position of 
trainer. The company was one of the first to have computers for their reservation agents and 
Doris became adept at them very quickly. For five years she worked at American and took 
advantage of the free travel offered to employees. 
We didn’t get paid much and we had to wear heavy uniforms with girdles and 
stockings. In the summer we had no air conditioning and you can imagine how hot 
we were. But oh did we have free travel! So my children and I went every place. 
Everything was free. We used to get free rental cars and if you went to a resort, the 
only thing you had to pay was the tax. They were trying to get people to fly so it 
was really wonderful. 
Doris then took a position as director of an American Express Travel Agency in 
Princeton, New Jersey. The agency was heavily involved in servicing wealthy clients 
including sports figures. The “glorified atmosphere” proved too much for her. She had 
never been exposed to people of wealth before and she felt that she did not fit in with the 
culture. 
Around this same time, Doris met a man with whom she fell in love. She called the 
relationship “very romantic.” Her children liked him and were eager for them to marry. 
They did, but soon after he lost his job as manager of a New Jersey resort. He decided they 
should move to Florida where he believed the hotel business would be more profitable. 
Unfortunately, Doris’s children did not adjust well to their new environment and they 
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quickly blamed their new stepfather. The marriage lasted only eight months because Doris 
could not tolerate her children’s confusion, calling the situation “torment.” She put aside 
her own desires for the sake of her children. 
Stuck in Florida, she had a difficult time finding a job. According to Doris, the 
airlines were only hiring those who could speak Spanish because of the increasing Cuban 
population. She finally took the only job she could find as a barchecker in a hotel. 
This was a life I didn’t know anything about. They asked me if I could use a 
register and of course I said yes. I had never seen a register before! (Laughs) But I 
had a job at night where the band was here and I was in a position here. When the 
waitresses would come over they would give me the slip about the drinks they were 
going to pick up. The fellow was right behind me making drinks and I had to check 
the check against that. Oh it was horrible, absolutely horrible. I couldn’t wait to get 
out of there. So I stuck that out about six months until I couldn’t take it anymore. 
On a visit to family on Cape Cod, her uncle told her that he wanted to retire from his 
hotel business. She decided to move there and manage his hotel. This proved to be ideal 
for her situation because they had an apartment in the hotel for her family. 
People look at me and wonder why I got into the hotel business, but when I got that 
job in that hotel [in Florida] I realized the manager was living there. I wasn’t aware 
of it at the time, but it seemed to me this was one kind of job you could have where 
you could live and work at the same time. So it seemed to be a great solution. I 
could work and was still at home to feed the children and do all those little things 
that were necessary. 
With the exception of her brief second marriage, Doris was alone for eighteen years 
after her divorce, but she managed to combine both work and motherhood. As she related 
her story it is clear that she found the travel exciting and her work stimulating. It was a time 
when divorce was not as widespread as it is today and she acknowledged the difficulties for 
herself and her family. 
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Even with a college education, the fact that I was a single mother there were so manv 
problems. My boys could not belong to Little League because in those days there 
had to be parent participation and, of course, a woman was not allowed to participate 
There were so many of these things. I talk about them to some young girls today 
and they just look at me as if I’m from the Stone Age, but that wasn’t that long ago. 
They don t realize the discrimination. And my biggest gripe is every job I had I 
know I wasn’t paid as much as a man would have been paid. And I had no pension 
because I have always been in jobs where there were no pensions. So it was really 
difficult. J 
At the age of 42 and after eighteen years of single motherhood, Doris met a man 
who also had three children. He was an executive with New England Telephone. She 
explained that they waited a while before they married because their children “didn’t see 
eye to eye.” At that time her children were between the ages of 18 and 22. Her life took 
another tragic turn when, six months after her marriage, Doris’s daughter was killed in an 
automobile accident leaving behind a one-year old baby girl, Kate. Doris and her new 
husband took the baby and raised her as their own. 
As if that wasn’t enough to deal with, Doris’s mother was diagnosed with a terminal 
illness shortly after. She moved in with them so that Doris could care for her. However, 
her mother did not succumb immediately to her illness. In fact, she lived for another 
fourteen years. And six years after their marriage, Doris’s husband had his first severe 
stroke leaving him an invalid for the next fifteen years. During his last ten years he was 
confined to a wheelchair and also had Alzheimer’s disease. 
Doris revealed this chain of events in her typical no-nonsense fashion. Her 
remaining two children were grown by that time, but she had the burden of caring for two 
invalids and a young granddaughter. 
At that time I left the motel business and I became the manager of a senior rental 
complex in Hyannis on the Cape. And, luckily, because both my mother and my 
husband were becoming more debilitated, I was able to obtain a beautiful three- 
bedroom apartment in the complex where I could work and keep running back up 
and down the stairs and I had the flexibility of putting in the kind of hours I wanted. 
So, it was an ideal situation at the time. 
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Although obviously very resourceful to be able to find an occupation that she liked 
and that also accommodated her complicated situation, Doris acknowledged the help she 
received from others. 
It was my saving grace that my husband was in a wheelchair because Alzheimer’s 
as you know, they are very sly. They get out of all sorts of locked doors. I could’ 
leave in the morning and I would come back periodically to check on him. He had 
an emergency hook-up to my office that he could press a button if he needed 
anything. And I would leave my door open so - it got to be like a big family. We 
had 110 people living there so everybody was very sympathetic and they would 
check and make sure everything was all right. As he got progressively worse we 
had help and in the end we had hospice. There would be no other way I could have 
worked it. And I don’t know how we would have survived. It was really hard but 
we had a lot of support. 
Doris made the best of an extremely difficult situation. She needed a lot of 
emotional strength not only to endure her circumstances, but to be the family’s sole 
breadwinner. One of her regrets today is having been an “older mother” to Kate. She was 
43 when she took the child into her home and became her legal guardian. She was not 
allowed to officially adopt her because at that time she was considered too old to adopt a 
child. Things were fine until the granddaughter entered her teenage years. Doris recounted 
various problems that made it difficult for Kate: the loss of her own mother; older 
grandparents serving as parents; a sick great grandmother who apparently resented Doris’s 
time with the girl; and a great many household responsibilities. 
Both Doris and her granddaughter went into counseling. She admitted that the 
counseling was probably more beneficial for her because with all of her burdens she 
“thought she was going to have a nervous breakdown.” The counselor helped her to 
understand the poor relationship between Kate and her great grandmother as well as the 
relationship between Doris and her mother. Apparently, Doris felt so responsible for her 
mother’s care that even at times when the mother was well and mobile, Doris felt the need to 
serve her by running home to cook her meals. Evidently she also felt that the counseling 
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helped both herself and Kate because she claimed, “after we all got it out of our system 
from that time on she was fine.” 
When Doris’s husband died in 1995, she was 69 years old and she decided that it 
was time for her to retire. 
I finally decided to stop working which was very traumatic for the owner [of the 
senior complex]. I loved my job, I really did, but I felt that I had given my whole 
life to everybody and that it was time for me to do something and if I waited too 
long I wouldn’t be able to do it. 
When Doris stopped working she had an opportunity to take stock of her life and 
decide what she wanted to do for herself. She talked about not having many friends. As an 
only child she was often in the company of adults rather than with children her own age. As 
a young mother, she needed to work and didn’t have much time for social occasions. Of 
course as she got older she needed to care for her husband, mother and granddaughter. 
I have always had selective friends and we had couples when my husband was well. 
I found out that as soon as he got sick that sort of drops off. How many times can 
somebody invite you to dinner and you can’t come? Either my mother was sick 
or my husband was sick. So that you lose all your contacts. When I first retired it 
dawned on me that I had been away for so long they weren’t going to pick up where 
we had left off. There was a whole life between us. So I thought the best thing is to 
start over new. 
Doris took a chance at making a new life for herself by moving from the Cape. 
During this same time, tragedy struck her life again when her oldest son died of 
complications from diabetes. Her remaining child, a son living in Hawaii, died three years 
later of lung cancer. More than once, Doris commented about the fortunate aspects of her 
life. Hard as it may be to believe that this woman could find anything positive, she felt 
blessed having her granddaughter in her life. Because she lost her only daughter, she was 
able to have a unique relationship with Kate. 
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I say this and people sort of look at me, but when my daughter died, I always 
thought that God was very good to me. He gave me a replacement and she has been 
absolutely wonderful. 
Despite the difficulties of Kate s teenage years, they have a very close relationship. 
When Doris began to explore her options upon retirement, Kate played a big role. At the 
time, Kate was 25, in graduate school, and living in South Boston “with a very pleasant 
young man” to whom she was engaged. She was a psychiatric social worker who was 
originally going to specialize in gerontology although she ended up in another specialty. 
Doris’s decision to relocate really became a group decision when Kate and her fiance also 
started searching for an appropriate place to live. They all fell in love with a town on the 
North Shore of Massachusetts and Doris settled into an apartment while Kate and her 
fiance bought a condominium. 
Doris’s story revolves around the sometimes contradictory themes of independence 
and duty. At a very young age she chose an unconventional education for a woman of her 
era. An example of her adaptability was when she changed to an equally demanding major 
within a more welcoming department. Yet when seeking to get out on her own, she felt 
compelled to follow a traditional method of escape — marriage. However, she stood her 
ground and would not leave the university despite the marriage and a pregnancy. The events 
that occurred in Doris’s life were tragic, but she reacted with strength and determination. A 
divorce left her a single mother with three young children, but she was resolved to stand on 
her own by working and providing for them. After her children were grown, a second 
chance came eighteen years later with her third marriage, but that led to a time of even more 
disappointments. Listening to her story, there never seemed to be a time that Doris thought 
to seek an alternative to her burdens. Although it might have brought some relief to put her 
husband or mother in the care of someone else, she felt it was her duty to care for them 
while also working full-time. 
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Doris needed every bit of the intelligence and resolve she exhibited as a young girl 
and throughout her life. Burdened by a life filled with adversity and a sense of duty that 
required her to postpone any thought to her own needs, each misfortune seemed to bring 
forth a courage that made Doris strong and self-reliant. She did not have the luxury of 
retreat or self-pity. Her reward for this hard life is her close relationship with Kate. 
Currently, Kate and her husband are attempting to ease some of Doris’s financial 
difficulties by buying a two-family home in their town and inviting Doris to live in one side 
at a very low rent. When they finish paying their college loans, they plan to have her live 
there rent free. She considers herself tremendously lucky that her granddaughter and son- 
in-law are so supportive and calls them both “angels.” 
Kate also learned about duty and responsibility. Throughout her childhood, she 
observed her grandmother supporting the entire household single-handedly. Kate had to do 
her part by taking on more domestic chores than many of her friends were responsible for. 
She also had to help with some of the care of two sick people for many years. Even after 
Kate left home to attend Boston College, whenever Doris needed to travel to Florida to care 
for an aging aunt and uncle for whom she was guardian, Kate returned to the Cape to care 
for her grandfather. Kate’s sense of duty was now extending to providing a home for her 
grandmother. 
When Doris retired from the responsibilities of a full-time job and relocated to an 
area that she fell in love with, she was setting the stage for a new beginning. It was time for 
her to start creating a life for herself. 
Jim’s Story - An Intellectual Life 
Jim is a quiet, gentle, and courteous man -- a true gentleman. He is tall and lean, has 
thinning gray hair, and wears glasses. His voice is striking in its dramatic, yet soothing, 
tone. Jim’s voice is mesmerizing when listening to it in conversation, but even more so in 
the classroom as he reads the words of his favorite poets and authors. Like Joe, I always 
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saw him in a sport coat and tie even though other male members of his Learning in 
Retirement Institute often wore casual golf shirts or sweaters. Of all of the four participants 
he was the most interested in this study and my research on education for older adults. As a 
retired college professor, it makes sense that Jim would be more curious about the study 
than the other participants. 
The two women participants, Mary and Doris, told their stories with ease and, 
despite the fact that Joe initially did not think he would have much to say, he warmed up 
quickly to the idea of sharing his view of the world. Jim was especially eager to help me 
with my academic endeavors, but he seemed, at first, to be afraid that he was taking up too 
much of my time if he gave anything but brief answers. After he realized that I was not in a 
hurry and that I genuinely wanted to listen to what he had to say, he began to elaborate 
more in the telling of his story. 
In 1930, Jim was bom in Cincinnati. At the time of our interviews he was 70 years 
old. He spent his entire childhood in Cincinnati with his two parents and his brother who 
was five years older than he. His father was an optician and third-generation American and 
his paternal grandfather had a large veterinary business in Cincinnati. Jim’s mother came 
from Germany and stayed home to take care of the family. She volunteered in his grade 
school. 
Memories of his childhood are happy ones and although he grew up during the 
Depression and World War II, he does not have much to say about the social climate or 
how his family was affected. 
I am a Depression baby and I learned a lot about conservation because of that. My 
father had a steady job and brought home about twelve dollars a week. He used to 
say he didn’t know how my mother could put food on the table for so little. But we 
didn’t suffer as a result of the Depression. It was a good childhood. I was very 
young and don’t really remember any hardship during those years. 
While Jim’s father was employed during the Depression, some of his friends s 
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fathers were not so fortunate. He recalled one friend whose father was an out-of-work 
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stockbroker who had nothing to do all day but work on jigsaw puzzles. He was apparently 
so bored that he would turn the puzzles upside down to make them more difficult to 
complete. This made quite an impression on young Jim. Jim also speculated that his 
paternal grandfather may have helped his father with a loan for their house, but remembered 
him as being very tight with his money. Jim talked about his father and mother first 
meeting in Milwaukee, Wisconsin during the time that his father worked as an optician at a 
Marshall Fields store. After they married they relocated and settled in his hometown of 
Cincinnati. 
Jim did not talk much about World War U. He explained that he was too young to 
serve and even though his older brother was in the Air Force, the war ended before he was 
sent overseas. Jim spent much more time talking about his educational experiences. He 
liked school very much and graduated from high school in 1948. He went to Northwestern 
University in Illinois and eventually majored in English, but not before he first attempted a 
pre-med major. 
I went to be a pre-med and my advisor said, ‘You are never going to make it.’ 
The first quarter I made the honor society so I guess I showed him. But I wasn’t 
going to go on in pre-med because of the labs. I could do all the thinking part of 
it, but in the labs I couldn’t do the manipulation of chemicals well. I would 
squeeze instead of letting go on the thing and it would stir up the stuff and I 
would have to centrifuge it again. I thought, ‘I’m not going to be a very good 
surgeon if I do this.’ I wandered around a bit... Psychology and Philosophy. 
I got a lot of credits in those and then finally decided English because I just liked 
reading all of my life and I also had some graduate student friends in the depart¬ 
ment and so that’s how I got into it. 
All through his high school years, Jim loved school and learning so much that he 
chose to attend summer school. He continued this practice during college and graduated in 
only three years in 1951. After graduation he entered graduate school at the University of 
Chicago. In 1952 he completed his Master of Arts degree in English and took his first 
summer off from studies to get married. He met his wife on the first day of class at the 
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University of Chicago. She was from Pennsylvania and was also a graduate student in the 
English Department at the university. 
After their wedding, Jim returned to Northwestern University and entered a Ph.D. 
program. He explained that he wanted to study at Northwestern because Richard Allman, 
the foremost scholar on the Irish writers Yeats and Joyce was at that time a member of its 
English department. In 1956, Jim completed his dissertation which was a study of author 
William Faulkner and the indirect method of writing. While Jim was earning his doctoral 
degree his wife was working in the publications office at Northwestern. 
Jim did some teaching during this period as a teaching assistant at Northwestern and 
in a one-year position at Louisiana State University while he was working on his 
dissertation. He was very happy to get a tenure-track position with the University of 
Pittsburgh in the fall of 1957. His wife became Admissions Director at Chatham College, 
her alma mater. As he described his entry into college teaching, he made clear that it was 
not because he had always had a strong desire to teach. In fact, he had many doubts at first. 
I didn’t have a passion for getting into academics or teaching from a young age. 
But I felt comfortable within academia. I met people in graduate school and got 
interested in what academics were doing. I was a teaching assistant. I felt lucky 
to get a teaching job. I was happy to be able to teach, but I was also scared. No 
one tells you how to do it. They just throw you into the classroom. My first year 
I was teaching a class of graduate students, many of whom were older than I. I went 
home at night worried that I wasn’t doing as well as I could. My wife would ask 
me: ‘Why are you doing it if it’s making you so nervous?’ But I grew to like it and 
I think I got better at it. 
After six years at the University of Pittsburgh, Jim and his wife moved to Saratoga 
Springs where both began to work at Skidmore College. He never fully explained his 
reasons for leaving Pittsburgh to go to Skidmore although the timing implies that he did not 
receive tenure. He began teaching at Skidmore in 1963 and his wife became Director of 
Admissions. It was not until our final interview that he revealed that he lost a tenure fight at 
Skidmore. 
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I’m the type of person who doesn’t bend a lot. And that’s probably one of the 
main reasons I lost a tenure fight. I took a position in committee meetings and 
wouldn’t back down most times. The chair didn’t like that and I did have a struggle 
with some colleagues not all of them, but some. And I thought they were second- 
rate anyway. When I didn’t get tenure I could have continued teaching. In fact, to 
try to figure that out for myself, I surveyed my current and past students. They said 
I was a pretty good teacher - not the best - but that I should keep teaching. I 
showed them to the evaluation committee, but it didn’t matter. But by then I thought 
about it and I added it up and by then I figured I had read over fifty thousand 
papers. It gets hard to keep that same level of enthusiasm. 
He decided not to look for another teaching position and instead entered into 
academic administration. In 1969, he accepted a two-year position at the Regents of New 
York State evaluating the quality of academic programs in the state. He ended up working 
there until 1982 and became the Chief of the Bureau of College Evaluation. 
Jim and his wife had moved near Albany while Jim was working for the Regents. 
In 1981, his wife accepted a position of Dean of a private preparatory school in Central 
Massachusetts. Every weekend for eight months Jim commuted from Albany to a suburb 
east of Worcester. He hated the long commute and the brief amount of time he had to 
spend with his wife. He decided to leave his job in 1982 so that he could be with his wife. 
Unfortunately, he had difficulty finding employment and two years later, after thirty-two 
years of marriage, he and his wife divorced and she returned to Saratoga Springs and 
Skidmore College. 
I was looking for work and never found it. I was burned out as a teacher and I was 
looking for an administrative job since I had been doing that in Albany. I mean as 
an Academic Dean or a President because with all my knowledge of how colleges 
run I was quite well qualified for it. And, it looked like it was going to take a while. 
I tried to get a job as an assistant to the president of Clark University and he hired 
someone else. I found all sorts of odd jobs and when I divorced after living in 
Massachusetts for nearly two years I had no income. And so I worked in 
Mechanics Hall and I worked for the president of Worcester Polytechnic University 
on a national project and I painted houses, did garden work... (laughs)... all sorts of 
stuff. You know, after five years of looking for work I finally got the insight that I 
had retired (laughs). It was pretty nice because it started at the age of 52 and by five 
years later I was just having fun. Period. 
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As Jim recalled the time of his divorce and search for employment, the sixteen years 
of distance certainly allowed for his current composed attitude. He did not reveal how 
stressful it must have been for him except with his comment that his “whole life changed 
completely.” One of the things that resulted from his divorce was that he had to create a 
social life for himself. He had no social network in the community that he had moved to so 
that he could be with his wife. And now he did not even have his wife. His son and 
daughter were grown by then and had moved from the area. His daughter now lives in 
Texas and is a social worker. His son lives in California and works for a high tech 
company. 
When I divorced there was a big shock and I jumped into a new life and then I...my 
wife had always been the one who sort of ran the social side of things and ... at the 
beginning of our marriage I tried to do that, but I just didn’t get very far. She sort 
of took over on that and I became dependent. When I got on my own, I made my 
own friends and it was wonderful (laughs). The best thing that happened to me was 
joining a separated and divorced group and I always thought that was a life saver. 
Jim still gets together with the friends he made through that group. He also still 
participates in the Shakespeare Club, a century old club that limits its membership to fifty 
people. Members take turns meeting at each other’s houses twice a month to read and 
discuss Shakespeare. He volunteered at an organization that broadcasts readings of books, 
magazines, and newspapers for the blind. Jim also liked to ski and play tennis. He joined 
the “Over the Hill Gang” which was the New England chapter of a national ski club. The 
group would travel to different ski areas in New England. It was on a trip to North Conway, 
New Hampshire with this club that Jim met his second wife, Pam. She shared his interest in 
the outdoors and they enjoyed biking and hiking together. She lived on the North Shore of 
Massachusetts for most of her life and Jim eventually moved to be with her. At the time of 
the interviews they had been married for about two years. 
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Pam is an artist who paints every day and teaches art classes. She also is chairman 
of the local Art Committee and is involved in publishing a catalogue of local artists. It was 
through Pam that Jim learned of the SAIL, a nearby Learning in Retirement Institute. She 
was a member although she was often too busy with her art to participate in classes. 
Jim’s life certainly had its ups and downs. He began a career in teaching because of 
his own love for learning and his enjoyment of taking classes and earning degrees. He 
enjoyed teaching “bright students” and by his own definition, he was a “pretty good” 
teacher and his students’ evaluations confirmed this. The gentle manner he displayed 
during the interviews did not seem in line with his self-described unwillingness to “bend” 
to the necessities of department politics. Yet it is not difficult to imagine Jim taking a stand 
on an issue and not retreating due to his strong principles. Then, after many years in 
academic administration, he felt ready to pursue a position as a dean or president and, 
although confident of his qualifications, several years went by and he could not obtain a 
high-level administrative position at a college or university. He was only in his mid-fifties at 
the time and eventually he came to the conclusion that he was not able to continue his 
professional career in academia. 
He did not reveal much about his childhood years besides his interest in school. 
Nor did he talk much about his children. At this point in his life he enjoys visiting them two 
or three times a year. He has three granddaughters and is frustrated that they live far away 
and he isn’t able to see them more often. During the months that our interviews occurred, 
he and his second wife visited both his son and his daughter. 
Although not used to cultivating social friendships until after his divorce, Jim 
seemed more than capable of joining activities to meet like-minded people. He made the 
best of not finding full-time employment in his chosen field and eventually accepted the idea 
that he was prematurely retired. Participating in many different activities kept him busy . 
Many of those activities were of an intellectual nature such as the Shakespeare Club, but 
some of the “odd jobs” he accepted such as painting houses were done because he needed 
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to support himself financially. He wrote articles and reviews for local publications, hosted a 
classical music program for a public radio station, and conducted market research for 
community agencies. 
He and his new wife continue to be active and involved. They recently became 
members of the International Friends, an organization co-founded by Jimmy Carter to 
promote friendships between people of different countries. They hosted a Japanese couple 
and an Australian couple and hope to travel to Japan themselves one day. 
When a person like Jim retires from earning a living as an academic, it is impossible 
to retire from living an intellectual life. His love of learning never stopped and he tried to 
find people that he could share this love with. Retirement actually opened up many avenues 
for him to explore. 
I can see why some people might fear retirement. Especially if they were extremely 
caught up with work with no time for anything else. They must really get caught by 
surprise, not knowing what to do with themselves. Or you hear about people dying 
shortly after. I haven’t found that at all. I’m always busy. Also, I think my 
education has helped me with that. It’s provided me with so many interests. I can 
always find something worthwhile to do. 
It may have taken the simultaneous losses of his first wife and of his academic 
career to broaden his awareness of life’s possibilities. Although it can not be determined 
how much that double loss affected him at the time, today he described it as leading to 
positive changes within himself. He determined what his real interests were and created a 
circle of friends who shared these interests. He eventually let go of the trappings of 
academia and his idea of what kind of an academic he should be and focused on pursuing 
the intellectual life he loved. Jim was free to begin a new life. 
Summary 
Joe, Mary, Jim, and Doris shared their personal reflections on their lives up to the 
present, providing a context in which to understand them as individuals. All four were born 
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between 1927 and 1932; grew up, attended school, and became teenagers in the 1930s and 
1940s; married, began careers, and raised families in the 1950s and 1960s. They are of the 
same generation and, therefore, have lived through the same historical events. Their ethnic 
and religious backgrounds vary, but each could be identified as having a middle-class 
upbringing and each went to college. This kind of demographic information provides 
enough facts to categorize them in general ways, but does not speak to who they are. Even 
though they lived through the same historical events and shared similar cultural experiences, 
it is clear from their stories that they are defined by completely different life events that 
influenced them and produced their unique personalities. 
Both women, for example, reacted to social tradition by marrying at a young age, yet 
Mary left college immediately, as was the norm of her day, while Doris defied convention 
and earned her college degree. Mary raised her family and followed her husband according 
to social expectations before her husband’s untimely death. Doris lived a more 
unconventional life and experienced divorce, single motherhood, her husband’s and 
mother’s illnesses, and the death of her daughter. The experience of living during World 
War II made a big impression on Joe and probably influenced his strong belief in service 
and giving back to one’s country or community. Jim, although only one year younger than 
Joe, had little to say about the war years. He was influenced by his experiences in education 
and the people he met in college and graduate school that led him to a life in academia. 
The four participants range in age from 68 to 73 and this places them well within the 
age range of society’s definition of old. Ever since social security legislation was passed in 
the 1930s, individuals are defined as old or “senior” once they reach the age of 65. It is 
not unusual for old people to encounter the inevitable losses of health, friends, family, and 
careers and these four life stories reveal loss in all these forms. These sad and stressful 
events are a negative part of these individuals’ lives, along with the positive, happy occasions 
of love, marriage, birth of children, and satisfaction through work. All four participants 
revealed both happy and sad events that took place during their lives, but the interviews also 
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related their interest in the present and future. These are not people who are mired in the 
past. 
The themes of family, education, and work are common to Joe, Mary, Doris, and 
Jim, but as their stories unfolded, other themes emerged which also explain how they 
interpreted their lives. Contribution or service was a theme that influenced Joe throughout 
his life. Whether it be to one s country, one’s community, or even through one’s career, 
Joe believed strongly that people should give their time and talent to make the world a better 
place. A central theme to the lives of Doris and Mary also concerned service, but 
specifically to their families. As women, the social expectation was that their main role was 
to care for family. Although Mary did not work and Doris did, both put the needs of their 
family before any of their own. 
Work was a major theme for Joe, Jim, and Doris. For the two men, it helped to 
define their identity. To Joe, his success at work fulfilled society’s expectation that he 
provide for his family, but it also provided a sense of accomplishment and pride. To Jim, 
his work as an educator was a way to provide a service to students, but also satisfied his 
intellectual curiosity. Doris’s work was necessary to support her family, but Doris did not 
always follow society’s expectations and it seems possible that she may have defied the 
tradition of the era and worked outside the home even if it had not been necessary. 
Independence was a theme that repeatedly appeared throughout the story of Doris’s 
life, from her early fight to remain in college to her caring for and supporting her family, 
mother, and grandchild. Independence also appeared in Mary’s story, although at a later 
point in her life. Forced to reevaluate her life after the early death of her husband, she 
slowly learned to support herself financially and emotionally. In a similar way, Jim needed 
to learn how to become more independent after his divorce. In this case, his wife was 
responsible for Jim’s entire social life and he needed to find ways to create a social network 
of his own. He found that he was quite capable of making new friends and enjoyed the 
control over this aspect of his life. Joe’s life also revolved around issues of independence. 
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He repeatedly mentioned his desire for control. For example, he left one job with a major 
company because they were too rigid and did not allow for the independent thinking and 
action that Joe wanted. 
This theme of independence or desire for control emerges for all four participants as 
they envision their retirement years. The women describe it as a time to start doing 
something for themselves — a sort of “my turn” experience that imagines a new life. The 
men describe it as continuing the productive lives they are used to, although Jim also sees it 
as a new beginning after his divorce and forced retirement. Joe deliberately planned for his 
retirement by changing careers so that he, rather than external forces, could control when he 
would stop working. 
One thing that became clear is that as people age they may grow and change, but 
they retain their individuality. Just as people do not automatically become “adults” at the 
age of 21, they do not suddenly decline and become “old” at the age of 65. The labels 
society attaches are arbitrary and have little to do with individual abilities or 
accomplishments. Hearing these four life stories is a reminder that strength, courage, and 
wisdom can develop over the lifespan and into old age. 
Joe, Mary, Jim, and Doris each struggled with changes in their lives, whether it was 
the loss of a spouse or the loss of a job. Sometimes the life event was a family member’s 
illness or involved moving from a familiar environment. Each of these individuals reacted to 
the positive and negative events of their lives in their own unique ways. The next chapter 
explores their present-day lives and how they continue in their old age to utilize their inner 
resources in an effort to live their lives to the fullest. 
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CHAPTER 5 
THE LEARNING IN RETIREMENT INSTITUTE EXPERIENCE 
The previous chapter introduced the four participants through the telling of their life 
stories to the present day. The themes of family, education, and work are, not surprisingly, 
common to all of them. It is not unusual for people to reminisce about their parents, school 
years, spouses, children, or careers. However, other themes such as independence, social 
expectations, and contribution also emerged. The four individuals distinguished themselves 
as people who desired independence and control of their lives and who looked forward to 
old age as a time to enjoy life and remain productive. This chapter is a continuation of the 
results of the study and will focus on the current “old age” phase of the lives of the four 
participants. Of central importance are their descriptions and reflections of the role of the 
Learning in Retirement Institute experience in their everyday lives. 
Two Learning in Retirement Institutes 
Before continuing with their stories, a brief description of the two Learning in 
Retirement Institutes to which the participants belong is appropriate. Joe and Mary are 
members of the Older and Wiser Learners Institute (OWL) of Private College, a Catholic, 
coeducational, liberal arts college in New Hampshire. The college enrolls 2700 students 
and offers sixty programs leading to undergraduate and graduate programs. Part of its 
mission is a commitment to community service that is exemplified through its service- 
learning programs and its Center for Peace and Social Justice. The college began the OWL 
program in 1997 and its part-time director is an administrator of the college. The motto of 
the institute is “OWL — where curiosity never retires.” It promotes itself as a Learning in 
Retirement Institute for men and women who are 55 and older and who are “enthusiastic, 
self-directed learners who come together to share knowledge, experience, and fellowship” 
(Fall 2000 course catalog). Recruitment material explains that the courses are offered for 
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learning pleasure with no tests, grades or credit. The active role of members is emphasized 
by the statements that “members determine the group’s activities and play a vital role in its 
administration” and that “interested members are invited to take part in decision making by 
serving on committees” (Fall 2000 course catalog). 
Classes meet once each week for ninety minutes in the morning or afternoon. There 
are two five-week terms in each fall and spring semester. Membership dues are currently 
$150 for individuals and $200 for couples per year or $80 for individuals and $100 for 
couples per half year. Benefits of membership include enrollment in up to five courses per 
five-week term, special events, and access to Private College’s library, fitness center, social, 
and cultural events. Committees include a governing council, curriculum committee, 
newsletter committee, and special events committee. A literary journal is published each 
semester by and for the members of OWL. Membership at the time of the interviews was 
175. OWL has its own office on campus and classroom space is donated by the college. A 
volunteer member staffs the office and helps with clerical work on a part-time basis. 
Jim and Doris are members of the Seniors Are Interested in Learning Institute 
(SAIL), sponsored by Public College in Massachusetts since 1992. Public College is a 
state college that enrolls 6700 students and offers undergraduate and graduate degree 
programs. SAIL offers some of its courses on the college campus, but is headquartered in 
the Public College Downtown Center. The Downtown Center is located in a pedestrian mall 
that is across from a museum. The Center was developed by the college to offer conference 
and meeting space for the corporate community. SAIL shares the classroom space and 
staffs its office with a paid clerical person. The college’s director of the Downtown Center 
is also the director of SAIL. Classes are also held in local churches and the Boys and Girls 
Club. 
Current membership is about 320. Classes meet for two hours for four to eight 
sessions during the fall and spring semesters. Members can register for up to five courses, 
participate in special events including the “Morning Coffee With....” series, have access to 
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Public College s library, receive the college newsletter, and receive discounted rates for the 
college’s performing arts events and at the local museum. The current annual fee for 
membership is $100. 
Committees include the governing council, membership, curriculum, hospitality, 
publicity, newsletter, and volunteers. SAIL states the following in its recruitment material! 
Growing older in America is characterized by rapid change. We are discarding 
negative stereotypes and seizing control of our lives. New social inventions are 
now the expected not the exception. [SAIL] is such an invention. When we 
retire, we may miss the intellectual challenges and interpersonal relationships 
which made life interesting during our careers. Like our muscles, our minds 
need exercise to stay young. [SAIL] recognizes this syndrome and invites 
people fifty years or older to join us in exercising our minds and keeping vital. 
As older adults, we can be intense, self-motivated learners. We explore new 
subjects and we share our collective knowledge and experiences. There are 
no academic admission requirements, no examinations, no grades - learning 
is its own reward. Our greatest resource is the exuberant wisdom of our 
membership. [SAIL] empowers us to continue learning to expand our horizons 
and to enhance our personal development (Fall 2000 course catalog). 
While some Learning in Retirement Institutes offer classes that are only led by 
members, both of these institutes utilize members, college professors, or professionals from 
the community. Samples of courses offered at OWL at the time of the interviews included 
Introduction to the 20th Century French Novel; Opera; Vietnam; The Beat Movement; 
The Spiritual Quest; DNA -- How It Fits Into Your Genes; Buddhism -- the Path to 
Enlightenment; and Great Films of the 20th Century. SAIL offerings included Nobel Prize 
Authors; Play Reading; America’s Best Leaders; Is There Intelligent Life in Space?; The 
Role of the Media in Politics; Colorful Political Personalities of the 20th Century; and 
Genealogy. 
In an effort to continue to present the results of this study through the stories of 
these four individuals, the participants’ descriptions and reflections of their present-day 
lives will be told separately. By presenting the results in this format, the reader can better 
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understand the individual’s life in an in-depth, uninterrupted manner. As the stories of 
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these four older adults unfold, the impact of the Learning in Retirement Institute experience 
on their lives becomes clear. As they talk about their reasons for joining an institute and the 
anticipated and unanticipated benefits, the themes of intellectual stimulation, socialization, 
personal growth, self-esteem, contribution, and empowerment arise over and over again. 
Joe and His Learning in Retirement Institute Experience 
To Joe, a good life involves contribution. His formative years were heavily 
influenced by World War II and he learned to respect the idea of service to one’s country 
and community. As he grew older and began a career, work became a major part of his 
identity. Joe worked long hours and sacrificed time with his family, but he enjoyed his 
work. He saw himself as a problem solver, one who could step back and analyze a situation 
and then develop a better way to make it work. Joe was good at that and applied it to his 
own life situation as well. 
Perhaps because he was so good at business strategy and solutions, Joe approached 
the traditional age of retirement with a plan. He knew that men like himself were often 
caught by surprise when their working careers were over. He did not want this to happen to 
him and endeavored to take control of his situation. He used a computer phrase, “graceful 
degradation,” to identify his strategy. It is one of choice and control over his own 
retirement so that he avoided the shock of an abrupt elimination of work from his life. Joe 
phased out his career in the computer industry and took on the less demanding field of 
commercial real estate. In this way, he still remained productive and useful, while at the 
same time he had more time to devote to church and community service. Joe’s life story 
provided information that helped to explain why he became the individual he is today. As 
he talked about his current lifestyle, it was easy to understand the choices he has made. 
He described the satisfaction of conducting Bible classes for children at his church 
and having more time to do things with his wife who retired a month after we began the 
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interviews. He visits his children who live in Massachusetts about once a month and they, 
in turn, visit once or twice a year on special occasions. His two grandchildren are college 
age and involved with their own lives so he said he doesn’t see them often. His 97-year-old 
mother had recently died when he first read about the Older and Wiser Learners Institute in 
the local paper. He had just spent four years visiting his mother in an assisted-living facility 
and became very aware of the everyday lives of the elderly. He remembered that after 
reading about the Learning in Retirement Institute he thought that the concept would be “a 
gift to many of those people I saw.” He picked up the phone and called the director of 
OWL to find out more about the program. 
Joe became involved with OWL in its formative stage, attending several of its first 
planning meetings. He joined during its first semester and took three or four classes. 
I attended the Opera class. I didn’t know anything about opera, but I had heard 
the music and I became curious. And I got to be a committed Opera course 
attendee. We’ve got a wonderful guy who does four full operas each time. 
Someone would make a presentation on the opera itself, someone else would make a 
presentation on the composer or the climate during which the opera was written and 
so forth. It is very interesting. 
The Opera class opened up a new area of interest for Joe and he was pleasantly 
surprised to find that he enjoyed this form of music. He also took a course on 
Autobiographical Writing and found that it contributed to his own growth in a different 
way. He explained that he was never very good at writing. His strength was his ability to 
communicate verbally and that was a valuable skill in sales and marketing. When he did 
have to write as part of his job he felt inadequate. 
That was kind of an interesting experience. I’m a person who looks ahead. I rarely 
look back and they got us looking back, sitting and thinking and articulating 
thoughts. The first item was something in your childhood and made us think about 
that time. I had to sit down and just write to tell a story. I came to realize I could do 
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that. And the feedback that you get by having to think that through, put it down and 
then polish it a little bit, opened a new door to me. I have in the back of my mind 
that I would like to write something for my kids ... Some of my remembrances and 
things like that. 
Whereas the Opera class introduced a new form of entertainment to Joe, the Writing 
class provided him with a new skill and a personal accomplishment. He developed a sense 
of confidence that he could learn new things. One of his essays was published in the 
institute’s literary journal and was about a memorable Sunday dinner in his childhood. It is 
interesting that a man as successful in his career as Joe would get excited over an 
accomplishment such as writing a short essay. He explained that at work he was expected 
to perform certain tasks and he learned to perform them well. He felt a sense of self- 
satisfaction through his work, but, upon reflection, he realized the tasks did not offer him the 
opportunity to develop other abilities. 
In industry they don’t have a lot of time for extraneous things so you are very 
focused and, as a result, you are very limited. But coming into [OWL] - gee, I had 
a Shakespeare course, writing course, debating course. Just a little bit of a whole 
bunch of different things to broaden you out, open your mind, and maybe 
give you a little more confidence. 
Joe took a Debating course and found that he could take his new skills even one 
step further. To prepare for debates in the class, he learned to do research on the Internet. 
He quickly realized the potential for new course material and eventually suggested a new 
course on foreign policy to OWL’s curriculum committee. He and a retired Superior Court 
judge teamed up to lead a course called “American Quandaries.” It was based on a 
program called “Great Decisions” developed by the Foreign Policy Association. The 
Foreign Policy Association distributes its case studies on current events to interested 
educational programs. In Joe’s class, a different topic was addressed each week and the 
short video provided by the Association was shown. Joe used the Internet to provide the 
class with information on each issue that was even more up-to-date than the print and video 
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materials from the Association. During the time of the interviews, the American Quandaries 
course was offered and the topics included: Turkey, Troubled Ally; Defining U.S. Interests 
in the World, Middle East Realignment; Report Card on Russia; and Indonesia in 
Aftershock. 
I had the opportunity to observe Joe leading the class on The Euro’s Challenge to 
the U.S. Dollar. There were twenty-four participants who appeared to be in their early 70s 
to late 80s. Half of the participants were male which was unusual since the majority of 
OWL’s membership was female. As I walked into the classroom with Joe, several people 
came right up and asked him for the daily handouts. He was well-prepared with both 
handouts and overheads. There was a bustle of activity as one member passed an 
attendance sheet and two others distributed the handouts and made announcements. As I 
took a seat I was welcomed with a greeting by one gentlemen in his late 80s, “It’s a 
beautiful day!” 
Joe lectured for about twenty minutes and then several people had questions. Some 
brought their own experiences into the discussion or they used examples from their 
readings. After forty minutes of discussion the class viewed the short twenty-minute film 
and then had more discussion. Not everyone participated in the discussion, but all were 
very attentive. Many made good observations and brought up interesting points. Joe did a 
good job as the group facilitator. He did not presume to be the expert on the subject, but 
fielded questions, offered opinions, admitted when he didn’t know something, and praised 
those that made a good point. At the end of the class everyone seemed pleased. 
When talking about the OWL classes, Joe described a sense of personal 
accomplishment and he also talked about the group experience. 
There are people [OWL members] who have lived all over the world. They have 
experience in different areas — government, industry — that have been affected by 
the thing we are talking about. It’s amazing. When you get a group of seniors 
together it’s amazing how much experience there is. And there s power there. 
So we all learn. It is really a fun experience. 
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The sharing of knowledge and experiences creates a contagious excitement 
according to Joe and often inspires new course offerings. He noticed in the writing course 
that many of his classmates wrote essays on their childhood experiences of World War II. 
Like Joe, they were influenced by this major historical event, and after the writing course 
was over, they suggested a course on the war’s effect on the lives of people of that era. 
Another example occurred in the American Quandaries class on Turkey. One of the 
participants, a retired engineer, had spent much time in that country and so Joe asked him to 
lead the discussion on Turkey that session. Members of the class became so interested in 
his experiences in Turkey that they requested a whole course on the country for the 
following term and plans for a group trip to the country were made. 
The opportunity to contribute was a factor that Joe considered important to the 
success of OWL. This was true within the members’ own classroom experiences and in 
their personal growth. He offered examples of this: 
I think that the ultimate objective of [OWL] and some of these other programs is 
to maybe recycle some of these people back and put their talents to use. For 
example, we have had several very wonderful government courses. This last one 
was built around local state government. Two of the people in the class are running 
for the House of Representatives as a result of the experiences they had in [OWL]. 
So I think it is a chance for seniors to take their wisdom and experience and put it to 
use for the community. And I hope we can encourage more of that. That would 
really be the underlying objective in my mind of where we would like to go with 
[OWL]. 
Joe conceded that some retirement-age people may not wish to become involved 
with a program like OWL because they are content with their lives. He went on to say that 
he did not feel that people join OWL because they had nothing to fill their days. On the 
contrary, he thought most members (himself included) had plenty to keep them busy, but 
they were attracted to the involvement. 
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These people are busy and that is why they are here. The ones who sit at home on 
the couch and watch television are still at home watching television. These are 
people who want to be involved with the world ... want to expand their horizons 
rather than limit them. I find as I get older and as my work is being reduced, I have 
a sense of the world closing in and I don’t want that. I think if I wasn’t involved in 
OWL, and I wasn’t involved in the church and some other things, it would be easy 
to become a recluse. Life is exciting if you go out and become a part of it. 
Obviously Joe is the type of older person who desires involvement and intellectual 
stimulation. When the suggestion of taking tuition-free college courses was offered to him, 
he explained that he had no interest in them for several reasons. He did not need the college 
credit, nor did he want to commit to one course for fifteen weeks and study and take exams. 
OWL offers courses that are of interest to him and the appeal is that they are much more 
interactive. Whether or not the courses are led by members or by professors, they are based 
on a sharing of knowledge and experiences. He felt that there is a certain energy produced 
through involvement with OWL that can meet one’s personal needs. 
There are people who have spent their entire lives learning and whether you have a 
[OWL] program or not, those people are going to continue as best they can with 
what they have available. By opening up [OWL], giving them a vehicle to make it 
more effective and make it a more social experience where they can meet other 
people who are of like mind and begin to work with other people, that’s where the 
power is. We have got people who were in writing courses who are now writing. 
It has turned them on to things that were latent but there. They have come to realize 
their own capabilities that along the way many of us forget because we are so tied up 
in other things. 
At the time of the interviews, Joe was a member of OWL for three years. As well as 
serving as a group leader for several courses he also served as an officer on the institute’s 
main governing board, the Council. He usually signs up for three to four courses a 
semester. When his wife needed his care at home after an injury, he temporarily reduced 
his course load to the one course he facilitated and one other course offered on the same 
day. For him, membership in OWL is a way to remain active and to contribute his time and 
energy. It adds a richness and a purpose to his life, although he stated that if OWL did not 
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exist he would be doing something. He said that he recommends the institute to everyone 
he knows and meets and feels at times that he is “one of the apostles preaching the gospel 
of OWL.” He felt a sense of accomplishment to think that he helped create this 
organization that offers so much to seniors and to the community. 
So many people have said to me, This is wonderful. I talk seriously about serious 
things to people who are interested in what I have to say and I can go back and talk 
to my family about things. They look at me and wonder how I know all these 
things.’ And all of a sudden, some of the older people who have been set aside 
because they are older have a little more status in their own environment. And 
people need to realize that they really have something to offer. So it works on a lot 
of different levels. You really have a responsibility to make the world a little bit 
better place in whatever way you can. And [OWL] is a wonderful vehicle for that. 
I just feel we have an obligation to share what we can. So that is really why I got 
involved in [OWL]. I just felt it was an important thing — service for people to help 
them keep their minds active. I see so many retired people who don’t. And so once 
I got involved with it and saw the good work that was being done — how people 
were benefitting by it - so here I am teaching! (laughs) 
Listening to the story of Joe’s life both past and present, it is clear that he enjoys 
being active. OWL could be just one more activity in a busy man’s life, yet it seems that it 
plays a special role for him because he believes so strongly in the concept of service and 
contributing to one’s community. There are a variety of ways a person could do this, but he 
saw OWL as a vehicle to offer older adults an opportunity to use their experience and 
wisdom. He referred to the “power” that this creates and he, himself, has experienced an 
expanding of horizons and a realization of new capabilities. He felt that the confidence that 
this generates leads to personal growth, and that often inspires new talents that can benefit 
the community. 
Joe led a very productive life during his entire career. There are certain rewards that 
are earned during a career such as titles and salaries. In the corporate world, one’s worth is 
often measured by such rewards. After retirement from work, the opportunities for 
accomplishment and such external symbols of status often disappear leaving some retirees 
feeling a loss of self-esteem. Joe was smart enough to foresee that he would need 
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something in his later life to maintain a feeling of involvement. In his work he enjoyed 
meeting with people and he specialized in analyzing processes and making them better. 
When he first heard of OWL it was in its planning stage and so what better choice of 
activity for Joe than to assist in its development. Members of an institute can become as 
involved as they desire - some choosing only to attend courses, while others participate as 
course facilitators or committee members. Joe decided to become very involved. By 
contributing time and talents one often in return achieves a certain status. Joe is seen as a 
leader within the OWL institute. 
Mary and Her Learning in Retirement Institute Experience 
Mary’s earlier life as a wife and mother was typical for many women of her 
generation and social class. She became dependent on her husband to provide the material 
necessities, while she stayed home to raise their children. It was a self-described Pollyanna 
world that revolved mainly around the home and neighborhood, without much thought to 
events occurring in the larger world. Her early life was not without sadness for she had to 
suffer through the deaths of two of her infant children. Later, in her early fifties, she had to 
face the death of her husband and four of her close friends. She called herself a “survivor” 
and after several years of working through her grief she felt more independent. 
She worked part-time for many years after her husband died and would like to 
continue now. However, she explained that she wants to control the hours she works and it 
is difficult to find a position that offers such flexibility. Health issues also prevent her from 
standing for long periods of time and so she cannot accept the sales clerk jobs that are 
abundant. Because she moved recently to the area, she did not have a lot of friends nearby. 
Mary’s time is filled with family -- she has six children and twelve grandchildren -- and 
volunteer work. She volunteered at the local library and served as a director of the New 
Hampshire Mental Health Agency. An avid reader, she conceded that it would be very easy 
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for her to stay home and read for eight hours a day. She explained that she likes mysteries 
and espionage novels and was rereading her favorite authors, James Michener and Leon 
Uris . Like Joe, she watched her mother live well into her nineties. Mary worried that she, 
like her mother, would start shutting the world out and become boring and negative. 
Mary happened to read an article on the OWL institute in May of 1997 and called 
the director to inquire about the program. It seemed like a chance to participate in an 
intellectual activity while meeting new people at the same time. She volunteered to help with 
the start-up of the institute although she said that most of the work was complete at that 
point. She began taking courses when OWL opened its doors in September of 1997. At 
first, Mary was so eager that she took the maximum of six courses each term, choosing as 
many as she could in the areas of history and literature. 
I started out with six classes each term because that was the maximum and after that 
first year I realized I got... I couldn’t do it. I mean, I wasn’t doing anything else 
and so I try to — now I’m down to like three classes. That’s fine. Four if I can get 
them on the same day. But three works well for me. I mean, I felt like I was living 
there and I wasn’t doing anything else. 
In our early interviews, Mary spoke of attending college for two years until she met 
her future husband and they married. She recalled that it was not unusual for girls of her 
era to view college as a temporary stop before marriage - with marriage, not education, 
being the goal. She never returned to complete her degree because her priority was to 
provide a college education for her own children. When the last child was out of college 
she had no desire to take courses. She and her husband did things together or with friends. 
Unfortunately, it was not long before her husband became ill and died. The next years of 
her life involved resolving her grief and learning to be an independent woman. She had no 
interest in completing a degree, but seemed eager to try a variety of subject areas such as 
Medical Ethics and Opera just for the sake of learning something new. 
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It was clear that Mary’s primary motivation for joining the institute was to 
participate in activities that would provide mental stimulation. She did not consider 
attending courses at any of the local colleges because “it’s kind of nice to take classes and 
know you don’t have to do term papers or homework.” Although she spent a lot of time 
with her family, Mary explained that OWL was an opportunity “to meet people and just 
enjoy life.” Not wanting to become a burden on her children, she was happy to find an 
activity where she would meet people outside of her family. A second motivation for 
joining the institute involved the companionship with others her own age. 
But there’s not the peer activity [in college courses]. I mean, you could go in ... 
And don’t misunderstand me, there is a lot you can learn from young college 
students, but not on a steady diet. I think you can learn more ... It’s life experience 
goes into it, I don’t know. So much more fulfilling I think to learn from your own 
peers. It’s great to have input from ... And I think it’s wonderful... We love going 
over to the cafeteria and having lunch with the college students. They are really 
wonderful and they are interested in what we are doing. And they are so polite. 
Mary was excited by the fact that an OWL classroom contained people with so 
much to offer. She found that many had undergraduate degrees and some had advanced 
degrees, but even without a college degree herself she wasn’t made to feel inadequate 
because everyone had something to offer. 
What fascinates me a lot is we’ll sit in a class — and it doesn’t really matter whether 
it is a Shakespeare class or whether it is a Philosophy class - and to listen to some 
people’s questions --it amazes me! Some of the questions that people come up with 
and when you start to listen to their background. Now I don’t know whether this is 
typical, but I think at [OWL] at least 80% have undergraduate degrees and of that 
probably 20 to 25% have graduate degrees. It just.. it kind of... just kind of 
shocked me. I don’t know what I expected. I have no idea what I expected, but I 
mean we have retired attorneys, we have retired doctors, we have a lot of retired 
engineers, lot of teachers. Ummm, one woman is retired from the Secret Service. 
And when they start to speak in class, you don’t feel intimidated because they may 
be experts in their field, but they may be in a class that they know absolutely 
nothing. And, in that respect, it is kind of comforting that you don’t have people 
who are authorities in everything. People have their expertise and they do contribute 
and you can learn more sometimes just from listening to other people’s questions. 
159 
To Mary, the fun was not simply hearing from experts whether it be the class leader 
or a professional, it was also hearing what her peers had to say about a topic. She liked the 
interchange of ideas. She knew little about Opera when she first registered for that course, 
but she found that others in the class were also taking it to see if they might like it. There 
was no pressure to be well-versed in the topic. Also, if a few members in one class knew a 
lot about that topic it was likely that in the next class someone else would emerge as 
knowledgeable. By eliminating the fear of appearing uninformed, the classroom became a 
fun experience. 
I just think it has so much to offer. Not even taking into consideration what you 
learn intellectually, it is just a give and take and rapport and I think you become 
much more tolerant of other people - to their opinions. And no one ever belittles 
anybody. 
Another satisfying aspect of the OWL program for Mary is the opportunity to 
become involved in the administration of the institute. Some members choose to be group 
leaders, while others serve on committees. Mary was on the Curriculum Committee and 
liked being able to help develop and schedule courses that would appeal to other members. 
I have been on the Curriculum Committee. It is great to have input into that. You 
talk to people. ‘What are you interested in?’ Everybody can participate, even if 
you don’t feel confident enough to teach a course, you might come up with a great 
idea for a course. Or you might know someone who could teach it. I think we are 
going to have a course this fall on, oh I forget now what it is called, we came up with 
this crazy title. It’s .. We are going to discuss books people have read and liked. I 
hope there isn’t a conflict with something else I want to take. Sometimes that’s a 
problem. 
Not only is Mary enjoying learning new things, meeting new people, and 
contributing her talents to the administration of the institute, but she has impressed her own 
family with her involvement with OWL. She talked about what her children and 
grandchildren think about her being “back in school.” 
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They think it’s great. In fact, my grandchildren think it’s great, too. My eldest 
grandchild is a boy, he is a freshman in high school, finishing his freshman year 
and he thinks it’s great. I don’t know what they think I’m doing. They know I’m 
here and they know I’m taking courses and sometimes reading a book, a play or 
something, like I took the French Theater of the Absurd this term. You know, 
‘Nanny, you took ... You are reading that for one of your courses?’ This from my 
eight year old granddaughter, you know. But I think it is very good for my 
grandchildren. I think it’s a learning experience for them, too. I think they look at 
me differently. 
Her experiences with OWL have given her some new-found self-respect and the 
respect of her family. It has also given her the confidence to try new things. Mary talked of 
wanting to do some travelling. Her children wanted her to go with a tour group and she was 
letting them think that she was considering that. What she really wanted to do was drive her 
own car across the country. She observed others in the program who were also inspired to 
try something new and referred to one friend who was taking piano lessons for the first 
time. 
Mary acknowledged that there are other options and activities that could fill her 
days. She dismissed most of them including those held at senior centers. She does not see 
herself as someone who would go to a senior center, and also claimed that they are not for 
the typical OWL member. To her, a senior center is for the “stereotypical” older person 
interested in the social aspect only and she gave an example of bingo as an activity offered 
there. Mary claimed that this type of activity would not be intellectually stimulating enough 
for her. However, she does acknowledge that there are important social aspects to the OWL 
experience also. She explained that women, including herself, who relied too much on their 
husbands often missed out on certain things. Their education (or lack of education) did not 
prepare them to be independent after marriage and child-rearing were over. She saw OWL 
as an opportunity for widows to be with other people. She, herself, has made several new 
friends and she said that although everyone was very busy they sometimes do things 
outside the classes such as going to the movies or shopping. 
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To be with people of her own age in an intellectually stimulating environment was 
important to Mary. The fact that the institute is on a college campus filled with young 
people also appealed to her because she liked their liveliness, but she made herself clear that 
she did not believe that education is just for the young. 
I think it’s wonderful that colleges offer this type of program. I like to be around 
young people, but education is not only for the young though. The state would 
have to pay a lot for mental institutions if we didn’t have this. It fills a need. 
Doris and Her Learning in Retirement Institute Experience 
Doris’s life experiences differed from Mary’s in that she did not have a husband 
she could rely on for help and she became independent at a very young age. Because of a 
variety of tragic circumstances she was forced to single-handedly raise her children and a 
grandchild, as well as care for an invalid mother and husband. Her life revolved around 
supporting and caring for others and she did this in a determined and resourceful manner. 
Although there were differences in the backgrounds of the two women — Doris, unlike 
Mary, earned a college degree and worked full-time all of her life — both Mary and Doris 
talked of their later years as a time to begin new lives for themselves. Both were mothers 
and as the responsibilities of raising children faded from their everyday lives, both felt a 
sense of freedom to begin doing something for themselves. 
Doris outlived all three of her children, but she was able to experience joy in her life 
through her granddaughter. Once her granddaughter was educated and married, the 
pressure to earn a living diminished and Doris began exploring her options. Finally, after 
years of devotion to others and putting their needs before her own, she could discover her 
own needs and desires. After making the decision to move to a new environment she 
eventually chose to settle in Massachusetts near her granddaughter. One of the first things 
she did for herself was to study art. 
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I always had an interest in art which I had never been able to pursue so I spent the 
first winter taking a bus and the “T” and going to the Museum of Fine Arts 
[in Boston], and I took -- not actually, I wasn’t interested in producing art, learning 
about art. So, I took a lot of art history courses and I took all those courses 
that you walk through the museum and they explain the museum to you. And, for 
some reason I thought I’d meet all these wonderful people and have a lot of friends. 
Well, it finally dawned on me that when I’m living in [North Shore] why would I 
think that these people from [North Shore] are going to do the same thing I am. 
and so I decided I really had to do something else because, as you 
can see, I am a very outgoing person. 
Doris was seeking companionship, but at the same time, she wanted to participate in 
activities that would be interesting to her. She worked all of her life, first managing hotels 
and then a senior residence on Cape Cod and so she was used to meeting and talking with 
new people. Not only did she befriend some of the residents of the senior housing, but 
they assisted her with the care of her husband. When she retired, she found herself in a 
new location with no social support network. She found her North Shore town to be a 
“closed society” that made it hard for someone not born there to feel a part of the 
community. She explained that her granddaughter had no problem meeting other young 
neighbors, but for an older person, it was hard to fit in. 
I joined the “Y” and I went to the Senior Center, but the Senior Center. is 
quite depressing. And at the “Y”, you know, again I met people, but I’m an avid 
reader and I needed intellectual stimulation. I don’t really watch TV much. So the 
next thing I did is I decided I had to get a computer. And I went to [Community 
College] and I took some computer lessons. I knew you could take continuing 
education courses at a college and, again, I was trying to think, if I did take them it 
would be stimulating, however, I would not be meeting people because I would be 
with young people which I have nothing against, but I still wouldn’t be meeting 
people and I thought it was very important for me to meet people. 
Although she was not opposed to the idea of taking courses at local colleges, the 
students were much younger than she was and she knew that if she wanted to meet people 
her own age it would have to be in a different environment. Church could have been such 
an environment, but she claimed to have drifted away from the Episcopal church despite at 
one time being quite active in it. When she began having problems with her young 
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granddaughter, she felt that the church “all but turned their back on us.” 
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Doris was attempting to make friends her own age while at the same time 
participating in intellectual activities. She found it hard to accomplish both goals. Her 
experiences at the Senior Center were not positive because she did not meet peers who 
shared her intellectual interests. She related how she went to exercise classes and people 
would greet her, but she claimed they weren’t interested in talking to her about anything 
significant. She was indifferent to playing cards, line dancing, or arts and crafts and she 
was disappointed that the center had no learning programs. 
My granddaughter says, ‘You sound like such a snob.’ I said, ‘I’m not being a 
snob.’ I just didn’t have a common interest with these people. It wasn’t that I 
wouldn’t go to coffee with them or something, but it wasn’t — they weren’t the 
kind of people I wanted to spend my time with. I would rather be alone and read a 
book than, you know, be in a group like that. 
It is possible that Doris did not feel she belonged at the Senior Center because of 
the type of people who frequented the activities there. Perhaps they didn’t have college 
degrees, were from a different social class, or had more physical restrictions than Doris. 
However, she also felt different from her immediate neighbors. The condominiums where 
she lived were owned mostly by retirement-age people who were financially more secure 
than Doris. She found that many of the women, like herself, had worked full-time and some 
had impressive careers. Doris was very surprised that among these women she could not 
find anyone that shared her interests and her desire to be active. 
I just happened to be fortunate that I have enough gumption to realize that I had to 
get out and make friends. It [the condos] isn’t restricted to seniors but when you 
live in that kind of environment you are bound to make friends. Cause as soon 
as you go in and out, people are always going in and out. But I didn’t want that 
kind of thing. I wanted to be choosy about the people I can select as friends 
because ... I just knew what happened. I found a lot of these people were not 
desirous — even though there were several, you know one woman was a Vice 
President at Chase Manhattan Bank and somebody else had retired from IBM. I 
don’t know what happened to them after they retired. They just wanted to be couch 
potatoes.[One of the women] belonged to a French Club. The rest didn t do 
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anything. One of my aims was never to become like that. It’s such a wasted life 
You don t want to go around complaining you have no one to go to lunch with or 
have nothing to do. 
Doris realized that her life experiences made her a very independent woman. Even 
though some of her women neighbors also had successful careers before they retired, they 
struggled with the idea of finding something to fill their time. Throughout Doris’s life she 
never relied on anyone else to do things for her and so she did not expect someone to take 
care of her needs in her old age. Although she admitted that life would have been easier for 
her with a husband to take care of things, she came to appreciate her independence. 
My mother used to say, ‘Why don’t you get married again?’ Like that would be a 
solution! That was not a solution. I’ve always thought I have to manage myself. 
That’s the way you have to do it. I think everybody is responsible for themselves 
and they shouldn’t rely on anybody and just do what they have to do. 
The women who Doris met in her North Shore town were either married or recently 
widowed. Although Doris was also a recent widow, she was essentially alone for a long 
time and knew how to take care of herself. 
And they would come in every day and say, ‘I’m so lonely, what can I do?’ I’d say, 
‘Did you read a book?’ No, they watch television. And they just wanted to be 
entertained all the time. I have never been — maybe because I lived alone so long -1 
have never been of that thinking. You have to do your own thing and while I was 
alone, to this day, if I want to go out and eat dinner by myself I do. When I travel, a 
lot of times I just go to a bar -- not to drink, but to basically sit and eat and get out 
and watch people. You know, I’m not — I travel to Europe alone. I can’t tell you 
how often. You rent a car and go and they all look at you, ‘How can you do that?’ I 
mean they were in such a stable marriage I suppose they went with their husbands 
who did all of those kinds of things, you know, and I have never had that and I feel 
fortunate because I can do things on my own. 
As Doris searched for meaningful activities, she even considered finding part-time 
employment. Then she read an article in The Boston Globe about the Seniors Are 
Interested in Learning Institute. She had never heard of Learning in Retirement Institutes 
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and was intrigued with the concept. Because she joined during the summertime when 
classes were not in session, she first went on some of the institute’s trips. Right away she 
knew she had found a home. 
I went on a few trips and I found the people to be so delightful - so I started my 
career with [SAIL]! I have been with them for three years now and after the first 
year I started teaching ~ with the help of two other women - a Play Reading 
course. I have done lectures to different classes on Lillian Heilman. I’ve done 
travel things on Germany and Amsterdam and I got on the Curriculum Committee 
and the next thing I knew I was doing the catalog for them. 
Once Doris discovered SAIL she quickly made many new friends. She was happy 
to have them although she claimed to still enjoy being alone at times. She said some people 
can’t understand why she relishes her solitude, but after years of “always being occupied” 
she likes having time alone. Now, after becoming established in SAIL, she can call upon 
someone whenever she feels like it and described her three groups of friends — her movie 
friends, theater friends, and travel friends — all of whom she met through SAIL. 
As strong and independent as Doris always was in her career and everyday life, an 
added bonus to joining SAIL was that she gained a sense of personal accomplishment as 
she attempted new challenges. Teaching a class was one of those things that she realized 
she enjoyed and that others appreciated. 
But this idea of teaching! I said in my next life I want to be a college professor. I 
just love it. I thought I was going to die the first time I did it but it really worked out 
well. It was fine. So I was really pleased with myself. And I’m so happy I could 
use the computer and that I put it to great use. I have always been open to new ideas 
and new learning, but I have been able to do things I hadn’t done before. I have 
always had important, you know, jobs with a lot of responsibility, but I never 
realized what my other capabilities were. I feel I have expanded my horizons so that 
I have achieved a whole new plateau that, you know, I’ve never had people come up 
and tell me, ‘Ooo, you are a wonderful speaker and I love what you say.’ You know, 
it is really ego building. 
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Like Joe, Doris worked her entire life and work provided opportunities to learn and 
grow. It rewarded her not only with much-needed money to support her family, but with a 
feeling of accomplishment. Through membership in SAIL, Doris was able to continue to 
learn new things about herself and to contribute a service to others. She accomplished 
many things in her life, but the fact that she could teach a class and be praised for her effort, 
was rewarding and renewed her self-confidence. 
Doris wanted to continue to be self-reliant and did not want to rely on her 
granddaughter for companionship. She was happy that SAIL kept her so busy, and her 
granddaughter often commented that it was hard to find her at home anymore. Doris told 
her, “Well, it’s better than my calling you every day ~ ‘are you going to take me some 
place?”’ SAIL allowed her to create a social network so that she did not have to rely on her 
granddaughter or interfere with her life. 
After trying activities at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, the Senior Center, YMCA, 
and a local college, and after considering part-time employment, Doris regarded herself as 
fortunate to learn about SAIL when she did because she was running out of ideas. She said, 
“If it didn’t work, I don’t know what else I was going to do, but I would find something.” 
As it turned out, Doris and SAIL were a good match and she said she “blossomed” after 
becoming a member of the institute. 
Doris was pleased to serve on the Curriculum Committee because she was able to 
assist the institute with the development of its courses. She was able to develop her 
creativity by suggesting new course ideas and was able to use her organizational expertise in 
the scheduling of courses and securing of group leaders. She expressed concern that the 
institute must stay true to its mission of providing academic programs and talked about new 
members of the Curriculum Committee who sometimes propose courses inappropriate to 
SAIL. She said that when they mention anything like arts and crafts they are told that those 
courses can be taken at the Senior Center and SAIL does not intend to replicate such 
programs. Doris also brought out the point that not all members are alike. 
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We have World Geography classes. We have done some, you know, a lot of 
foreign affairs. We have a majority of members who are college-educated just like 
every LRI. We have some who are very dedicated learners who are willing to do 
homework, who are willing to read, and then we have a whole group who want it for 
the sociability. Well, there is nothing wrong with that. There is absolutely I mean 
they are attending lectures about writers and other kinds of things. But they don’t’ 
really want to be bothered to read a book. That kind. And it isn’t that these aren’t 
educated people. Their attitude if they’ve done all that and they don’t want to do 
that now. 
Unlike Joe and Mary at the Older and Wiser Learners Institute, Doris brought out 
some of the problem areas of her Learning in Retirement Institute. The difficulties revolved 
around issues of space for the program, cohabitating with Public College’s Downtown 
Center, and the abilities of the director who is the liaison between SAIL and Public College. 
Doris believed that SALL’s relationship with its college sponsor was a good one, but was 
realistic in understanding that the college had obligations to multiple constituencies. While 
several of the SAIL classes were on campus, most were at the Downtown Center that was 
built to provide training seminars for corporations. Often SAIL had to schedule courses at 
nearby churches or community centers. 
We have a wonderful tie-in with [Public College] and we have a lot of professors 
teaching [SAIL] courses and those are taught on campus and, again, they are taught 
on campus because trying to get around [Town]! I mean it’s for the convenience of 
the professor, so some of our ~ the parking, well I don’t know where there is 
parking. It’s terrible. You have to walk a lot. They do have a shuttle bus, but 
nobody seems to like that. So you have people who are willing to go there; other 
people don’t want to go there. Well of course the ideal solution is to have your own 
building and do everything yourself and that’s what we’re trying to do. 
While space is limited on campus and lack of parking presents inconveniences for 
members of SAIL, the problems at the Downtown Center are even more troublesome. 
Doris explained that originally the College placed SAIL in the Downtown Center because 
their classes were held during the day and it was thought that there would be no conflict 
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with evening corporate education courses. Eventually, the College realized that some 
training courses for corporations would need to be scheduled during the day. 
We are trying very sincerely to get out of here and that’s my job now. I’m the 
one who’s pushing it so I suppose I have to do it. But the Dean...every body 
agreed with me - we had a big meeting - that we are not compatible with a 
corporate group. I mean they agree with it. You know, if the corporate groups 
are paying four hundred dollars to rent the boardroom, they don’t want to be 
bothered listening to us and what we are doing. And truthfully, I don’t know how 
successful they [Public College] are going to be with their corporate ventures 
because there are so many places out there where they [companies] can do this 
kind of thing. I don’t know, she [Director] had mentioned something that some 
woman is going to take over the computer room, some computer thing. You know, 
give courses here - not for us unless we pay for them. But they have to get their ’ 
money out of this facility. They put a lot of money into it. So I don’t know what 
their -- and truthfully, when you are involved with a school - you know the same 
thing — we don’t hear the whole story, we don’t know what’s going on. And our 
poor Director seems between the rock and a hard place because they are not really 
letting her know either. They just want things done and I don’t think she and the 
new Dean get along. 
This lengthy passage is interesting in that it reveals Doris’s understanding of the 
complexities of the relationship between the Learning in Retirement Institute and the 
college. Perhaps her management background contributed to her insight into the need for 
the college’s corporate education program to earn a profit and how this conflicts with the 
placement of SAIL, a college community service, at the same site. She also identified 
concerns with the Director of SAIL who was also the college’s full-time Director of the 
Downtown Center. Because of her position as a director of two different constituencies, 
members of a Learning in Retirement Institute and the corporate community in the town, she 
was caught between competing needs. Her strength as an advocate for SAIL within the 
Public College was also questioned by Doris as she described administrative changes at the 
college. 
This is the third Dean she [the Director] has been under [reported to] in just a 
short time. And every Dean has had a different outlook of what to do with it^ 
[SAIL], you know. So if s hard to change. I mean I feel sorry for her. She’s 
a very sensitive person. The minute you say ... She just feels intimidated by us 
all the time. And our present Chair of the Board is not a people person (laughs). 
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If he opens his mouth, he says it wrong. He means well, he has a heart of gold, 
but he just doesn’t know how to treat people and she just takes it. 
Then you have the new Dean. We had a meeting the other day and we are telling 
her what we want and, of course, she is trying to put the brakes on us. And then 
she said we don’t even have a letter of understanding with the college. That’s what 
we are trying to get now. Oh, I’m very active. I mean there are a lot of questions 
she couldn’t answer. And then someone said something about the EIN9 and she 
turned around and she said, ‘What’s an EIN?’ and I almost fell off the chair. I had 
done a business-type proposal the last meeting and I gave her the background of 
EIN and LRIs. Of course she didn’t read it. She’s too busy. She’s got too many 
other things to do. But I think she could have been a little more prepared at the 
meeting. At least I think I would have been. 
Doris was simultaneously sympathetic and frustrated by the Dean’s apathy and the 
Director’s ineffectiveness to the Institute. During the course of the interviews Doris was 
elected Vice-Chair of SAEL’s Board of Directors of the governing council. The position 
enabled her to interact with both the membership of the institute and the college 
administration. She realized the problems of operating within a college system, especially a 
state college, but would get upset when answers to their problems were slow to come. One 
story she told involved the part-time clerical person SAIL hired to assist them in the office. 
Since the college controlled the funds for the institute, all expense requisitions needed to go 
through the college’s accounting system. The woman did not get paid for three weeks and 
Doris found that upsetting. 
According to Doris, the immediate problem for SAIL was the lack of suitable 
classroom space provided by the college. This affected not only current members, but also 
the future of the institute. Doris explained that when space is limited members often are 
restricted in their choice of courses. When members are disappointed they often drop out. 
She worried that although the program is currently stable, it may not be able to meet the 
needs of older people in the community, especially with the “influx of baby boomers that 
are coming along.” 
^Elderhostel Institute Network is a national Organization of Learning in Retirement 
Institutes. 
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Doris found a stimulating environment when she joined SAIL. It provided her with 
an opportunity to study and learn new things, to be self-reliant, to develop a social network, 
and to use her talents. It was clear that Doris had the strength to confront every tragedy that 
she faced throughout her life and adapt to the resulting changes. Her positive attitude 
sustained her through many hard times and in her old age she continued this pattern. She 
did not dwell on the past, preferring to look ahead at all times. When reviewing her life 
story, she did acknowledge that it was very difficult, but each event was a growing 
experience. She credited her college education with enabling her to find employment, but it 
was beneficial in other ways. 
I don’t know what would have happened if I didn’t have the education. I think 
it made me cope. I was able to see beyond. I think my first hardest thing — the 
first thing I didn’t achieve -- was the engineering degree. That was very devastating 
to me. Any goal I had set for myself I had been able to manage. And not being able 
to continue was very devastating. And then I realized that wasn’t the end of the 
world. You take one step and go on. 
Although Doris went on to face even harder tests of her capabilities, she endured 
each and called herself a “survivor.” At a time of life when many people might feel that 
life’s options were narrowing, Doris found a way to remain active and useful. 
It’s just a different life and I don’t regret anything. I always say now for all the 
things I went through, this is probably the happiest time of my life now. 
Jim and His Learning in Retirement Experience 
Jim’s life was altered by his forced retirement from academia and his divorce. 
Unable to find full-time work that he felt suited for, he took on temporary consulting 
projects as well as jobs that involved manual labor. At one point he decided to try a new 
career as a computer programmer. 
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When computers were first coming out I decided that’s a way to get employment - 
become a computer programmer. So I started taking computer courses. I went to 
one at [state college] and it was absolutely the worst instructor I have ever come 
across in my life. I mean this was an incredible - he was a case study I think it’s 
tricky to teach computers, don’t you? Because a lot of the times if people know 
how to do it they cannot teach someone else because they just want to show you and 
- but I don’t know if that was the case with him. Well, this guy .. He didn’t know 
much either. (Laughs) But I could see my son was getting into it at the same time 
at Dartmouth and he said, ‘I’m not going to learn to program because they write the 
programs and you can use them.’ And, I thought, ‘Oh!’ So I began to look into that 
and sure enough. Well, I just got discouraged and decided that I - it wasn’t the 
way to go. I learned .... I’ve learned how to use a computer ... By then I was into 
other things. I was moving from job to job. 
Eventually, after five years of searching for an academic position, he realized in his 
mid-fifties that he was “retired.” Jim may have retired from the world of paid work, but he 
was busy searching for meaningful activities that would stimulate his mind and provide 
opportunities for new friendships. He joined the Shakespeare Club and volunteered at an 
organization that provided services for the blind. His enjoyment of outdoor activities was 
fulfilled by joining a ski club and hiking and biking. He also loved to travel and 
participated in an international exchange program to host foreign visitors. 
All of these activities demonstrate that Jim was already living a full and busy 
retirement before he discovered SAIL. When Jim remarried, his second wife told him 
about the Learning in Retirement Institute near their home. The institute was in operation 
for several years when Jim joined. He very quickly became active in the administration of 
SAIL as the Curriculum Committee chairperson. 
I was into that [Curriculum Committee] after about four months and (laughs) that 
was a very tough job because they needed a lot of change and I was coming in 
with all this stuff that I had to convince them of. I had an awful time talking them 
into having [course] evaluations. I mean, really. That’s probably what made me 
think, ‘Well, I...’ See, I got this opportunity to do the [newsletter] and someone had 
just on the Board said she wasn’t going to do it anymore. So then I turned to the 
Chairman and said, ‘Well, I could do the [newsletter].’ And I was thinking I would 
do the whole thing. I would do the production and everything, but I started on that 
road and I thought, ‘Why do I want to do the production part of it?’ because 
[college] does the production. That is one thing they got from [college]. 
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I think we all saw a great opportunity for me to get off the hook because .... as the 
Chainnan [Curriculum Committee].And one of my good friends -- one of 
[wife’s] good friends - was on the committee and she took over and she is a very 
good manager In fact, she was ... taught at Harvard and so on. So, she has done a 
great job and she s finished the rest of my agenda and gone on to other things So 
it s really worked out beautifully. ’ 
Jim also began to facilitate courses for SAIL. He developed a Play Reading course 
and a Book Club. 
Yeah, Play Reading thing. It came from the Shakespeare Club. I thought, ‘Well, 
they do it -- why not try it with these people?’ .... It was strictly reading the plays. 
Well, three of them wanted to have some discussion of them, too, as well and they 
picked up the course. I was tickled to death that they picked up the course. And, 
they - it’s a very popular course. I started the Book Club here but [another 
member] runs it. I haven’t stuck with it and she needles me about it every once in a 
while - ‘You started the Book Club and I’m doing it!’ 
Jim liked to introduce new courses to the institute’s curriculum, but he seemed to 
have no feeling of “ownership” of them. If other members wanted to try facilitating 
courses he encouraged them to do so. His reflections on one class that he led are a 
reminder that Jim is still a teacher — one who delights in the accomplishments of his 
students. 
But we got into, I guess we were doing Virginia Woolf... Oh, we were doing the 
book. The Hours, and that’s based on Virginia Woolf’s life, somewhat on her life. 
It’s three different people, you get a monologue with each one and one is Virginia 
Woolf. You see her go and kill herself and then she comes back in different 
sections and [another member] learned so much about her, Virginia Woolf, I said, 
‘You could teach a course on Virginia Woolf.’ She is qualified to do it. She picks 
things up like that -- it’s wonderful. 
Jim was happy that his peers enjoyed his classes and he compared the experience to 
his career as a teacher of younger, undergraduate students. 
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What I . what surprises me is the ones [members of SAIL] that I get who are pretty 
serious about what they do. We went through all of Joyce except for Finnegan's 
Wake. We did Dubliners one term, then we did Portrait of the Artist and then 
Ulysses. They were good readers. You know, they were entering into it more than 
the kids do. Now, I have also taught very, very talented young people. I mean the 
very best at the [university], I got that class a couple of times and they were — I was 
stunned at how much they could do — I don’t know if these older people could do 
as much as they did. 
In my second year of teaching I took over for a professor and became an assistant 
professor teaching advanced classes. It was difficult, but I became a pretty good 
teacher. Today, I think I would do things a little differently. I would like to be more 
discovering that I’m personally getting more out of it now. 
As a college professor, Jim taught several honors-level classes and enjoyed his work 
with these capable young people. As a member of SAIL, not only did Jim get the chance to 
teach older, interested learners, but, somewhat to his surprise, he was able to learn something 
about himself as well. He observed that older learners brought a certain amount of 
experience to the classroom and he soon realized that he brought a different perspective as 
well. After a lifetime of studying literature, he was reading and interpreting from the vantage 
point of an individual who has lived a long life. He called this opportunity “a gift.” 
They read — I read -- with more understanding and here I’m professionally trained 
and I practiced it professionally and this time when I read Ulysses it meant so much 
more to me. And, of course, it is age and that sort of insight. 
We have read some other things that I have taught before. Well, for instance, 
Twelfth Night. I did Shakespeare this last term and one of the people in the class 
wanted to do Twelfth Night. So I thought, ‘If she wants to do it, we will do it.’ And 
so -- I wasn’t going to do it because I always thought it sort of a giddy sort of play. 
I really was impressed with Twelfth Night this time — so I got a gift by doing that 
play and taking it more seriously that I ever did before really paid off. 
During the course of the interviews, Jim led a course on James Joyce’s The 
Dubliners, and I had the opportunity to observe one class. The class of fifteen included six 
men and nine women. Jim entered the classroom looking every bit the stereotypical college 
professor in his herringbone jacket and carrying a briefcase. When he took out his well- 
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worn copy of The Dubliners a few members of the class good-naturedly teased him about 
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it: “How long is that going to last?” and “Maybe we should take up a collection for a new 
one. Jim laughed with them, but it was clear that he would never consider trading in his 
copy with its valuable notes written in the margins. 
The members of the class, including Jim, sat in a circle and he began by reading 
passages from the text in his clear, dramatic voice. He then questioned the members about 
certain passages and they began discussing the text, the characters, and the author. Good 
observations and interpretations were made and there was much laughter. Although the 
class obviously relied upon Jim for his expertise in literature, his role was more of a 
facilitator drawing from the class members than a dispenser of information. He allowed 
individuals to express their opinions, sometimes agreeing with them, often building upon 
their observations, and once or twice he commented that he had not thought of that point 
before. The class extended beyond the allotted ninety minutes because no one wanted to 
conclude the discussion. It was decided that although the course was officially over, having 
met for five sessions, those members who were interested would return the following week 
to watch Jim’s video of Joyce’s The Dead. 
Although Jim has embraced the Learning in Retirement Institute model of peer 
learning through sharing of knowledge and experience, he observed that many members of 
his institute are content with classes that are led by “experts.” Experts, as defined in this 
situation, were current college professors or professionals in a particular field. 
I would say the large majority of people are here for entertainment. So, you know, 
it’s the way everything -- but a lot more here are interested in the entertainment. 
I... my classes, people have assignments, they read and they come in and they really 
discuss well. I’m very happy with what they do. But it is a small group. 
The entertainment one are good courses. There is one guy, I can’t believe all that 
he does. He’s one of the stars and everybody wants to be in his class. I was in one 
of his classes and I enjoyed it very much. He’s all over the map. He, let’s see, he’s 
done a course on the Old Testament. He’s done a course on the Renaissance. He’s 
a member. Let me see your catalog. [Looks through catalog] What is he doing. 
Oh, this term he is doing Science and Religion. He and another guy are doing the 
Science and Religion. He was going to be a monk and he decided not to. He 
married and had children. His courses are good. He doesn’t want to discuss; he 
wants to hold forth. 
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As an involved member, Jim understood the Learning in Retirement Institute ideal of 
peer learning that is proposed by the national Elderhostel Institute Network, but he also 
understood the realities of administering an institute. 
And it seems to work well. If we held rigidly to one type of thing, I don’t know if 
that is such a good thing. When I initially came into it I had that ideal picture. You 
know, that they had explained to you from Elderhostel Institute Network that is 
usually member run. After a while I just said, ‘Well, who cares if they are having a 
good time.” Why not have the blend. 
Like Doris, Jim brought up problems concerning his institute and the host college. 
He was not an original member of the institute and did not have as much knowledge as 
Doris of the history of the program, but as a committee member he was involved in attempts 
to solve the problems. 
[Public College] didn’t pay a lot of attention to this for a number of years. I don’t 
know just all of the history, but when I got here, there was a Dean -1 can’t 
remember her name, but anyway, she got more interest and she got some help from 
[College] and she, you know, suddenly it was like night and day. We had a lot of 
help from [College] and it changed things wonderfully. We thought we had it made 
with our Director, but she isn’t really doing that much. She has other irons in the 
fire and pressures on her that she hasn’t had much time for us. She’s here. She -- 
this is her full-time job. She was professor of geography. She’s here full-time and 
she is Director of the Downtown Center. The primary purpose of the Downtown 
Center is this enterprise stuff. 
Another problem area identified by Jim was within the leadership of the institute. 
When he first joined the institute he became involved with the governing board. He enjoyed 
the meetings of the institute board far more than the academic meetings he attended during 
his years in academia and stated, “Those Board meetings I found were fun — it’s the first 
set of meetings I have ever been to that were fun.” However, with the election of a new 
chairman the governance changed. 
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Here we have a Chairman who is just - it’s all closed. He has an Executive 
Committee. He does everything by Executive Committee and we get a chance to 
ratify it. The Board gets a chance to ratify it and the members don’t know for 
what is going on. It’s a business background. At times he wouldn’t tell us what the 
Executive Board was doing. Now we have some of ours on the Executive Board 
and they are publishing minutes of the meetings and everything - we’ve outrun him 
(laughs). 
Upon reflection of his Learning in Retirement experience, Jim explained that the 
initial appeal was the opportunity to take courses. And since he was a retired teacher, he 
appreciated the fact that he could continue using his talents as a class facilitator if he so 
desired. Jim enjoyed being in the classroom as both a student and a teacher. He was 
surprised at the discovery that he could still leam new things about his chosen field of 
literature after a lifetime of study. Although this was an important motivation for Jim, there 
were unanticipated rewards that helped inspire Jim to become a devoted member of the 
institute. 
The friends part of it was a wonderful by-product. I was interested in doing, that’s 
why I was in it. But if the friends hadn’t been there I wouldn’t have done it. 
And working with [SAIL] I can still keep learning and sharing. [SAIL] is a special 
experience. I could take classes somewhere if I wanted, but it’s not the same as 
being a part of something. I enjoy giving my time and talents to making the 
organization work. Everyone can give in different ways and at various levels, but we 
all have a stake in it. We decide what topics we want to study. We have meetings to 
organize things. We rely on the college for space, but we make it work. 
Summary 
Chapter Four introduced Joe, Mary, Doris, and Jim as strong and independent, 
facing life’s challenges with courage and ingenuity. In Chapter Five we learned that as 
these four individuals retired from careers and raising families, they faced the new challenge 
of adjusting to old age. They did not necessarily view old age as a negative circumstance, 
rather as a change to be dealt with. Their descriptions and reflections of their Learning in 
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Retirement Institute experiences reveal much about the impact of the institutes on their 
current, everyday lives. For them, membership in an LRI filled a void encountered during 
their old age. 
In their old age, all four actively sought to occupy their time with activities that 
would be meaningful to them. They volunteered in their communities or churches and 
visited their children and grandchildren. Although they described good relationships with 
their families, they did not want to be reliant on them or impose upon them for 
companionship. Mary explained it as a desire “to live her own life, not a life through her 
children.” Despite participation in activities that filled their time, each talked about a search 
for something more in their lives. Joe and Mary both observed their elderly mothers’ lives 
narrow to the point where they were uninvolved with the world and that experience inspired 
a determination to not let that happen to them. An added inspiration for Mary was the fact 
that her husband and five friends all died in their fifties and she felt they were denied an 
opportunity to enjoy their retirement years. Doris spent many years caring for an aging 
mother and a sick husband who were not able to appreciate old age and so it was important 
for her to make the most of her healthy old age. Jim was only in his mid-fifties when he 
retired and he was anxious to remain productive as he moved into his old age. Each of the 
four attempted a search for a meaningful activity through trial and error. 
The two women visited local senior centers in attempts to become involved in an 
interesting activity as well as to meet people. Both were disappointed with the experience. 
Mary described the senior centers as “depressing” and the people she met shared “no 
common interest” with her. Doris said that she “would rather be alone and read a book 
than continue to go to the senior center. Mary felt that senior centers were only for 
“stereotypical” old people interested in bingo and crafts. The two women explained that 
they were seeking activities that would be intellectually stimulating. 
The two men also searched for activities that would interest them. Joe worked part- 
time and he volunteered at his church, but was still looking for a way to be productive. Jim 
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remained physically active through his participation in hiking and ski clubs, but he wanted 
to keep his mind active as well. 
All four of the participants were aware that they could take college courses at nearby 
state colleges or universities at no cost to them. Joe had no interest in them because he did 
not need the college credit these courses offered, nor did he want to study and take exams. 
Mary also expressed no desire to attend college courses for the same reasons, but added 
that these classes offered no opportunity for companionship with people her own age. 
Doris and Jim actually tried such courses, both registering for computer classes. Doris was 
motivated to do so because she thought they would be “stimulating.” She eventually 
realized that socialization was also important to her and, since the students were much 
younger than she was, did not register for more such courses. Jim took college courses for 
retraining purposes, but became discouraged when he encountered an instructor whom he 
considered “the worst instructor I have ever come across in my life.” 
Eventually each participant discovered a Learning in Retirement Institute in his or 
her community. According to the four participants, the primary appeal of the Learning in 
Retirement Institute courses over the college courses was the interactive nature of the LRI 
courses because the peer members shared their knowledge and experience in the classroom. 
This type of classroom experience differs from that of the “traditional” classroom in which 
the teacher is the expert who imparts knowledge to the uninformed students. Mary was 
excited about the variety of people in her institute and the “life experience” that was shared. 
Joe remarked that there is “power” in the LRI classroom because collectively the older 
learners have so much knowledge and experience. Jim was pleasantly surprised to discover 
that his “students” were very involved and knowledgeable. Each became active members 
and thrived in this new environment. 
The information in this chapter indicates that the two primary motivators for joining 
a Learning in Retirement Institute are the desire for intellectual stimulation and for 
socialization. As each individual described his or her LRI experience, we learn more about 
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what this experience can mean for an old person. The recurring themes of personal growth, 
self-esteem, contribution, and empowerment also indicate that there are unanticipated 
benefits of this experience that impact their lives. The final chapter will compare the results 
of this study with what we already know about older learners from previous research and it 
will also discuss these unanticipated benefits and confirm that these four old people, 
through the telling of their stories, provide a deeper understanding of the Learning in 
Retirement Institute experience. 
CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION 
The four participants conveyed the unique perspectives of their lives through the 
telling of their stories. There was nothing extraordinary about these old people, but they 
described lives that were filled with activity, commitment, love, and times of both happiness 
and sadness. Often during their lives they displayed acts of courage and creativity. As 
they approached the age of retirement, each came to the realization that they did not want to 
withdraw from life and began to search for a way to remain involved in meaningful activity. 
Through trial and error they eventually discovered the Learning in Retirement Institute as an 
activity that satisfied this need. Although they maintained all of their previous volunteer and 
family activities, this experience fulfilled their lives in a different way. 
Discussion of Results 
Confirmation of Literature 
It is important to note that the demographic profile of the four participants concurs 
with the literature on older adult learners in that they were white and middle-class with a 
high level of education and in good health (Danner, Danner, & Kuder, 1993; Puccio, 1995; 
Scala, 1996; Lamdin & Fugate, 1997). Each had a college degree except for Mary who 
completed only two years of college. Joe and Jim both had advanced degrees. Their high 
education level corresponds with what we know about education being a predictor of a 
desire for more education. They all reported time spent reading or volunteering in 
community service which are also characteristics of older adult learners (Peterson, 1981; 
Clough, 1992). These four old people were eager to participate in an educational 
experience; several tried the traditional classroom experience before discovering Learning 
in Retirement Institutes. These four individuals were representative of the demographic 
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profile described in the literature in that they had the good health, financial means, and the 
opportunity to fill their leisure time in many different ways. 
From their stories it became clear that a strong motivation to join a Learning in 
Retirement Institute was for intellectual stimulation, but there was also the desire for 
socialization. In determining these two primary motivators of desire for intellectual 
stimulation and social contact, this study confirms the results of prior research on Learning 
in Retirement Institutes (Boshier & Riddell, 1978; Furst & Steele, 1986; O’Connor, 1987; 
Bynum & Seaman, 1993; Lamdin & Fugate, 1997). These four older people wanted to 
participate in an experience that would keep their minds active while at the same time 
providing an opportunity to meet people their own age with similar interests. Interestingly, 
three of the four participants had recently moved to the area they now live in. The fourth, 
Joe, had lived in his community for many years, but because of a very full career he did not 
have much of a social network before joining his institute. It is not surprising, therefore, 
that they would be interested in the social aspects of LRIs and, in fact, the desire for social 
contact is a strong motivator according to existing literature. 
A Learning in Retirement Institute provided the participants with an activity that 
accomplished both goals in ways that senior centers, community centers, and college 
courses could not. While senior and community centers may provide social opportunities, 
they often do not provide intellectual activities. College courses may provide academic 
content, but the majority of students are young and these older adults wanted to meet people 
their own age. 
Impact of the LRI Experience on the Lives of Four Older Adults 
What the literature fails to reveal is that there are other “hidden” benefits to 
participation in a Learning in Retirement Institute. The impact of the LRI experience on the 
lives of these four older adults became apparent from the recurring themes of personal 
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growth, self-esteem, contribution, and empowerment. These themes emerged as the four 
participants told and interpreted their life stories. 
Personal growth. 
The first theme involves personal growth achieved by taking courses through the 
institute. Each participant talked about selecting courses that involved a wide variety of 
topics. These topics were not necessarily ones that they had a great deal of prior knowledge 
about and included Opera, Medical Ethics, World Geography, and Old Testament. Courses 
were chosen to satisfy a curiosity or on the recommendation of a friend, but were usually 
enjoyed and appreciated by the participants because they were learning something new. 
They wanted to keep their minds active because they thought this would allow them to 
“expand their horizons,” as Joe explained. By exploring a subject area through reading, 
listening, and discussing they were helping themselves to grow rather than stagnate or 
decline in their old age. This by-product of intellectual stimulation offered members an 
opportunity to change and grow. New skills such as writing or music appreciation inspired 
these four members or fellow members known to them to begin an autobiography, take 
piano lessons for the first time, and even run for a political office. 
Another area of personal growth concerned their change of perspective. Not only 
were they broadening their interests, but, according to Mary, members of LRIs became more 
tolerant of other people and their ideas. The classroom experience she described involved 
open discussions and no intimidation so that people felt comfortable sharing their thoughts. 
Mary also revealed a personal change in perspective when she talked about taking the 
course on Vietnam. The course opened her mind to the world events that took, place while 
she was focused on raising her family. She was embarrassed to now realize that she was 
totally unaware of the events and effects of that war and explained that other women in the 
course shared the same feelings with her. 
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The LRI experience enabled these four individuals to grow by learning new abilities, 
new perspectives and new behavior. As they closed one chapter of their lives that involved 
the constant challenges of career and parenting responsibilities, they felt a renewed interest 
in life as they realized that there were many new things left to discover. 
Self-esteem. 
A second theme that came out of the interviews was the increase in self-esteem 
experienced through participation in the institutes. This self-esteem was derived from both 
the personal growth opportunities that allowed the participants to develop new abilities, 
perspectives, and behavior and the respect and admiration they gained from others. For 
example, when Joe took a writing course he was pleased at acquiring a new skill — 
especially one that he felt inadequate about during his career. He said that this 
accomplishment “opened a new door” for him and encouraged him to cultivate this new 
skill by trying to write a memoir for his children. While Joe was personally pleased with 
his writing, he also expressed pleasure that he received public recognition when his short 
essay was published in the institute’s literary journal. 
The other three participants also expressed this pride in personal accomplishments 
that contributed to an increase in self-esteem. They began to view themselves differently, 
especially when they facilitated a class. This opportunity to conduct classes is something 
very different from the experience of the traditional courses offered by colleges. Instead of 
attending a college course led by an academic expert, as Learning in Retirement Institute 
members they were able to share their own knowledge and expertise as group leaders. As 
all of the participants except Mary took this next step and began to facilitate classes, they 
were excited by the challenge. Doris loved the idea of teaching and said she was very 
“pleased with herself’ and called the achievement “ego-building.” 
Not only did they view themselves differently, but their families and peers viewed 
them differently, too. Joe felt proud that the courses he facilitated were well-subscribed and 
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anticipated by the members of his LRI. Doris was flattered that her “students” told her 
that she was a “wonderful speaker.” Mary and Doris both revealed that their children and 
grandchildren “looked at them differently” and were impressed by their involvement in the 
institute and the fact that they were “going back to school.” Joe heard other members talk 
about this same sense of self-esteem and pride in their activities with their LRI. He was 
pleased that they now have “a little more status in their own environment.” 
The increase in self-esteem obtained through the achievement of personal growth 
and the acknowledgement of their accomplishments from others produced positive feelings 
in these four old people. They felt good about themselves and this, in turn, provided them 
with validity about their place in the world. Rowe and Kahn (1998) found that the 
characteristic of self-efficacy, a person’s confidence in his or her own capabilities, 
influenced one’s ability to be productive in old age. They claimed that one needs the chance 
to undertake an activity that is challenging, earns support of others, and affords the 
experience of succeeding in order to increase self-esteem. The LRI experience provided 
these four individuals with the opportunity to achieve these three factors and the self-esteem 
important to successful aging. 
Contribution. 
The opportunity to participate in the institutes in an active way corresponds to the 
third theme of contribution. Although no special effort was made to recruit participants for 
this study who were leaders in their institutes, those who volunteered happened to be very 
active as course facilitators and/or committee members. From their stories we leam that 
contribution to family and society played an important role throughout these people s lives 
and so it should be no surprise that all four wanted to continue to be useful and productive. 
They found a way to accomplish this by offering their time and talent to the institute. 
Although taking courses and meeting new people were major components of the program, 
Joe, Mary, Doris, and Jim were all enthusiastic about also being able to contribute to the 
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administration of their institutes. Facilitating a course was one way of doing so and, for 
Jim, the most natural. As a former teacher he was able to continue to do something he loved 
- sharing his expertise on literature. His administrative experience was also put to good 
use through committee work, and his talent for writing and editing helped produce the 
institute newsletter. Joe also facilitated courses and joined the governing council. As with 
his career, he enjoyed working with people and helping to make the program work. He 
talked at length about older people being capable of various kinds of contributions and cited 
Learning in Retirement Institutes as a “vehicle” for encouraging such behavior. 
Mary was active on the Curriculum Committee and felt comfortable with this level of 
contribution. She acknowledged that not everybody may want to teach a course, but anyone 
could share their ideas for making the program better. Doris eventually facilitated courses 
and assumed a very active role in the administration of the institute. After serving on the 
Curriculum Committee, she was elected Vice-Chair of the governing council. Doris 
revealed an understanding of the relationship between the institute and the host college. 
This may be because of the apparent problems that were at issue during the time of the 
interviews, but it also revealed Doris’s sense of business. Jim also displayed his knowledge 
of college administration and how this would affect the institute. They seemed determined 
to put their expertise to good use by helping to correct some of the organizational problems. 
By offering the opportunity for service and contribution, the institutes provided 
these four individuals with the active way they wished to participate in society. And through 
this type of participation, these older people were able to feel a sense of pride and 
accomplishment. It reinforced the experience of personal growth and self-esteem so 
important to them. Similar to sharing knowledge and expertise in the classroom, the 
Learning in Retirement Institute experience allowed them to share their talents to serve the 
organization and the membership at large. This experience is different from finding an 
activity to keep busy or to fill one’s day. Through contribution and service to the 
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organization, they each felt useful and productive. The LRI helped give meaning to their 
lives. 
Empowerment. 
The fourth theme of the Learning in Retirement experience extends beyond personal 
experience and is the collective result of the personal growth, self-esteem and contribution 
of old people. Joe called this the power” of the Learning in Retirement Institute 
experience. By empowering individual older people, he believed this experience can 
contribute to the greater good of the larger community. He talked about the need to 
“recycle” old people by using their talents and offered the example of two of his institute’s 
members running for state office. To him, a Learning in Retirement Institute is not just for 
personal growth, but is also beneficial for the community. In a different way of expressing 
this sentiment, Mary talked about how the institute helped her personally and she saw it as a 
benefit for other women who were alone. She joked about how the state would have to 
“pay a lot for mental institutions” if there were no Learning in Retirement Institutes, but 
with direct simplicity said “it fills a need.” 
This need is apparent in the lives of these four individuals who identify a successful 
old age as one filled with intellectual stimulation, socialization, and purpose. They also 
desire a measure of control over their own lives. The four participants wanted to remain the 
independent individuals that they described in their earlier lives. They did not want to rely 
on family during their old age. Rather, they wished to control their own destiny as much as 
possible. The literature describes successful aging as one’s ability to adapt to aging and the 
accompanying changes (Seifert, Hoffnung, & Hoffnung, 1997) and engagement with life 
through “relationships with other people and behavior that is productive” (Rowe and Kahn, 
1998, p. 40). These four old people displayed an ability to adapt to a variety of changes 
throughout their lifetimes and they continued to be adaptable in old age. All of them found 
ways to keep busy, and admitted that they could function well without Learning in 
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Retirement Institutes. However, once they discovered the existence of the institutes, their 
lives became more fulfilling and productive. They met new friends and worked with these 
friends to help administer a learning program on college campuses. 
Summary of the four themes. 
This study achieved its purpose of gaining insight into the impact of the LRI 
experience on the lives of older adults. The stories of Joe, Mary, Doris, and Jim illustrate 
how the Learning in Retirement Institute experience was an important factor in their lives 
and a benefit to their successful aging. They provide evidence of achieving personal growth, 
self-esteem, contribution, and empowerment through their Learning in Retirement Institutes 
experiences in their descriptions of learning new things, broadening their interests, obtaining 
greater confidence, achieving changes in perspective, seeing themselves differently, others 
viewing them differently, interest in the success of their institutes, and maintaining control 
and independence. All of these experiences contributed to their individual happiness and a 
feeling of vitality in their old age. 
The four themes that emerged from the four participants’ experiences often 
overlapped and reinforced each other. Personal growth and contribution inspired greater 
self-esteem, while increased self-esteem encouraged more and different ways to grow and 
contribute. These resulting experiences of growth, self-esteem, and contribution provided 
the participants with a feeling of empowerment - an ability to have control over their own 
lives and an opportunity to effect change in the lives of others. The individual 
empowerment felt by these four individuals through the Learning in Retirement Institute 
experience contributed to their ability to enjoy a successful old age. The collective 
experience of empowerment allowed them to assist with the operation of educational 
programs that provide opportunities for many older people. 
Although prior studies also establish the two primary motivations for joining LRIs 
as the need for intellectual stimulation and socialization, they do not identify the importance 
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of the benefits of personal growth, self-esteem, ability to contribute, and empowerment that 
are described in the words of these four individuals. This combination of benefits makes 
the Learning in Retirement Institute unique from other activities in which these four old 
people could participate, including other educational experiences such as tuition-free college 
courses and Elderhostel that rely on more passive learning experiences. 
Myths of Old Age 
Another significance of the information in this study is that it contributes to the 
depth of what we know about old age. By understanding the lives of Joe, Mary, Jim, and 
Doris we learn that not all old people are the same. American society perpetuates many 
stereotypes about what it is to be an old person. We do not live in a culture that reveres its 
elderly, but one that celebrates perpetual youth. Old age is viewed by many as a time of 
declining physical health or mental capabilities and unavoidable dependency and 
unproductiveness. This study shows that these four older people continue to be as active as 
they were throughout their lives. They did not wish to withdraw from society, but 
deliberately sought a way to remain productive. While they may not represent every older 
person, nor does their activity level represent every older person who joins an LRI, their 
descriptions and reflections on the LRI experience demonstrate that some older people 
desire an opportunity for growth and contribution. If these four individuals seek such an 
experience, it is reasonable to conclude that the stereotype of all older people as in decline, 
dependent, and unproductive is false. 
The stories that these four older adults relate enlighten us to the realities of those 
experiencing a healthy old age. Another myth of old age concerns the financial burden 
placed on society by the elderly. Health care expenses for all Americans are rising and the 
small percentage of infirm elderly does create a large burden on the total budget. Yet many 
older people are healthier than any previous generation due to the advances of medical 
science. These four participants are examples of older people who are healthy and who 
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have many post-retirement years to fill. This study of the impact of the LRI experience on 
the lives of older adults demonstrates that LRIs can benefit older people who have the health 
and leisure time to participate. Although this study did not intend to study the benefits of 
LRIs to institutions or society, it is my opinion from the interviews and the existing 
literature that LRIs can be a way of reducing the burden on society. Rather than draining 
the fiscal resources of an educational institution they are contributing by paying their own 
way and providing the services necessary to administer an educational program. Instead of 
looking to public resources for meaningful activities to fill their leisure time, LRI members 
create their own activity. As Moody (1993b) explains, this makes them producers, not 
consumers, in a social-investment model of older adult education that encourages 
productivity and benefits individuals, institutions, and society. The investment in LRIs on 
the part of educational institutions and society is minimal — mainly acceptance of this new 
group of learners and the affiliation with the institution of higher learning. Donation of 
space to conduct classes and meetings is typical, but not a necessity since some institutes 
utilize space off-campus. 
Learning in Retirement Institutes affected the lives of Joe, Mary, Jim, and Doris in 
profound ways that help to make their old age a positive experience. They are not in danger 
of being identified as the negative stereotype of old people, but are able to continue their 
active, creative lifestyles. We cannot generalize the results of what we leam from only four 
individuals, but they are examples of what the literature refers to as successful aging. 
The Role of LRIs in Successful Aging 
The literature on successful aging describes important factors necessary to produce 
a positive existence during the later years of life. Rowe and Kahn (1998) claim that 
avoiding disease, maintaining high cognitive and physical function, and engagement with life 
are factors that contribute to successful aging. Ryff (1989) and Fisher (1995) identify six 
factors necessary for successful aging: sense of purpose, autonomy, environmental 
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mastery, interactions with others, personal growth, and self-acceptance. This study suggests 
that a Learning in Retirement Institute can play a vital role in providing an opportunity to 
achieve those six factors. 
These four older adults were quite anxious to find a way to grow, remain 
independent, and contribute to society. In their search for a meaningful old age they 
attempted volunteer work, senior center activities, and college courses, but did not find them 
fulfilling. Once they discovered and joined a Learning in Retirement Institute they found 
that not only were they mentally stimulated and able to socialize with people their own age, 
but they were able to grow, to increase their self-esteem, to contribute, and to remain 
independent and in control of their life. These benefits correspond with the factors identified 
as necessary for successful aging. 
The Learning in Retirement Institute is just one model of older adult education, but it 
appears to be one that fulfills many of McClusky’s long-range goals for older adult 
education: 
(1) To help older people grow in the fulfillment of their lifetime potential, thus 
assuring them the means of attaining a self-respecting level of well-being, 
freedom to cultivate a good life, and freedom to develop a partnership role in 
promoting the welfare of society; 
(2) To assist older people in developing the abilities uniquely available in the 
later years (e.g., wisdom and contributive abilities) and to assist the society 
in utilizing the abilities so developed; 
(3) To help older people serve as models of lifelong fulfillment for emulation 
and for the guidance of upcoming generations; 
(4) To create a climate of acceptance by both older persons and the society of 
the desirability, legitimacy, and feasibility of the preceding goals; 
(5) To help society understand the need and provide the support for quality 
education for everyone of all ages as a continuing opportunity in lifelong 
learning; 
(6) As an essential part of this comprehensive program of continuing education 
(goal 5), to provide specialized programs to meet the particular needs of the 
older segment of the population, illustrative of which (but not definitive of) 
are the need for mental and physical health, for adequate income, for 
adequate housing, for adjusting to and making the most of relations with the 
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immediate and extended family, for making wise use of leisure time, and 
especially for preretirement education for dealing with these and related 
issues; and 
(7) To make special provisions for delivering educational programs to ‘hidden 
populations’ of older people, usually nonparticipant and isolated from the 
mainstream of community services (McClusky, 1971 as cited in Manheimer 
etal., 1995, p. 139). 
McClusky believed that the educational approach to old age is different from the 
gerontological approach. Whereas the field of gerontology traditionally is concerned with 
the cognitive and physical decline of old people and methods of providing support to them, 
McClusky explains that education believes that people are “capable of improvement” 
(1976, p. 118). This study demonstrates that LRIs have the power to change the traditional 
meaning of old age and retirement. For these four individuals, the LRI allowed a means for 
continuity from their full and meaningful younger years to their retirement years. This 
opportunity to continue to grow and contribute allowed them to feel as vital as they did in 
their middle age and makes their old age a more positive experience. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
Although this study does provide a rare opportunity to hear first-hand perceptions 
of older adult learners regarding their lives and their experiences in a Learning in Retirement 
Institute, a limitation of this study is that the stories of four old people cannot be generalized 
to all old people. It is possible that as part of a generation who lived through common 
historical events and encountered certain cultural experiences, they represent a generational 
cohort with shared values and characteristics. Indeed, there is an abundance of research on 
generational cohorts that contributes to marketing and popular culture (Strauss and Howe, 
1991; Smith & Clurman, 1997). Much is made over labels such as The Greatest 
Generation, The Silent Generation, Baby Boomers, Generation X, or Millennial. While it 
may be convenient to categorize people according to the era in which they were bom, there 
is great diversity within each cohort. Differences may be found in education, income. 
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ethnicity, or geographic location. Therefore, when you listen to one old person you hear the 
story of one old person. 
A recommendation for further research is to replicate this study with other members 
of Learning in Retirement Institutes. The implications of this study are that LRIs had a 
positive impact on these four individuals’ lives by enabling them to remain productive and 
empowering them to maintain control over their own lives. Further research is needed to 
determine if these results are applicable to other Learning in Retirement Institute members, 
including those who are not in leadership roles as were these four participants. As more 
minority elders enter such programs, we need to hear their stories also. This study involved 
institutes in two highly populated settings, but a similar study of LRIs in rural areas may 
give a different perspective of older people who are more isolated. 
This study does not and cannot determine that the LRI experience is appropriate for 
every old person. Some may determine that for them successful aging is a gradual 
withdrawal from activity. Others may find contentment in family or hobbies. Informal 
learning activities may be undertaken individually or in settings such as libraries or senior 
centers. If we wish to understand the lives of these old people we should talk to them as 
well. In-depth interviews with older adults in other types of activities including members of 
senior centers or those in tuition-free college courses would add to our understanding of old 
age. 
The issue of education for older adults is the dichotomy between the public good 
and the individual good. Public funds are insufficient to support every need or interest of 
this very diverse population. The examination of the history of older adult education shows 
that society has been willing to develop programs for older adults that assist them with the 
problems of aging. These social service types of programs meet the needs of both the 
individual and society. 
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Programs such us LRIs serve a segment of the population of older adults that are 
better educated and have more disposable income. These older adults may not encounter 
the basic problems of aging such as poor nutrition, lack of proper housing, or ill health, but 
they do face issues of loneliness and usefulness and these issues can also negatively affect 
successful aging. 
The findings of this study show that LRIs provide one way for older adults to find 
meaning in their lives through intellectual activity, social contact, and purpose. If old people 
feel vital and are contributing their services, then it makes sense that the public benefits by 
having healthy old people utilize their later years in productive ways. But we cannot 
conclude that from this study. 
More research is needed on the effects and possible benefits of LRIs on educational 
institutions and society. Although this study focused on the benefits to individuals, it seems 
possible that the opportunity to contribute and to experience a successful old age are 
positive effects on individuals that may also impact educational institutions and society. 
While colleges and universities that are willing to host an LRI must contribute some support 
and space, a study on how LRIs can contribute to the institutions would help clarify the 
mutual benefits of this type of partnership. The study could investigate how LRI members 
participate in student and faculty research projects, generate positive media publicity for the 
institutions, and contribute to institutional advancement through donations. Since recent 
medical studies are now demonstrating that continued cognitive stimulation prevents mental 
decline and can even delay such diseases as Alzheimer’s (Schmiedeskamp, 2000; 
Snowdon, 2001), research on LRIs’ effect on members’ physical health and mental well¬ 
being may help determine if this type of educational program provides fiscal benefits to 
society. 
The participants in this study were between the ages of 68 and 73 years old. They 
represent a certain generational cohort that we label “The Greatest Generation.” However, 
as new generations enter old age we can expect to see changes in how we view this time of 
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life. As the Baby Boom generation approaches the age of 60, the educational level of old 
people will rise and we can expect an even greater demand for continuing education. But 
Boomers were raised in an information age and the methods and courses that are offered to 
old people today may not be appropriate in future years. This cohort is more 
technologically savvy, desire and have access to instant information, and are used to 
independent learning (Strauss & Howe, 1991). Research must continue in the future to 
understand what this new generation of old people will want in the area of educational 
programs. Will they want to be in an actual classroom or will the virtual classroom appeal 
to them? Will contribution play as big a role in their lives or will the “Me” generation 
prefer to satisfy their own needs? These are questions for future studies as we continue to 
explore the ever-changing needs of upcoming cohorts to determine how education can play 
a meaningful role in their lives. 
As we listen to what these four individuals have to tell us, we leam that none of them 
hoped simply to survive to an old age, but desired a fulfilling and meaningful old age. The 
LRI experience offered them opportunities for personal growth, self-esteem, contribution, 
and empowerment that they did not find in other activities. Through membership in the 
institute they became part of a community — both the LRI and the host college — that they 
felt a responsibility toward. They felt a sense of belonging, of creativity, and of usefulness. 
Learning in Retirement Institutes provided these independent older adults with a way to 
continue their lives with a sense of meaning and purpose. Mary stated, “it fills a need,” 
and she was referring to the void in many older people’s lives, but also connected it to 
society’s need to find ways to help old people fill that void. The “power” of the Learning 
in Retirement Institute experience, to use Joe’s terminology, is that it is one way that society 




Although in-depth, phenomenological interviewing by its nature does not involve the 
use of an interview protocol, questions were asked of the participants during the initial 
interview to gather some basic demographic information and included the following: 
What year were you bom? 
Where were you bom and where did you spend your youth? 
Tell me about your school years. 
Did you attend college? What was that like? 
Are you married? How did you meet your spouse? 
What was it like to live during World War n/Depression? 
What did you do for work? 
What was it like to be a woman/wife/mother during those years? 
Do you have children? 
What do your children do and where do they now live? 
Do you have grandchildren? 
What was the most difficult time of your life? The happiest? 
During the second interview, open-ended questions were asked to understand the 
current everyday lives of these four older people and to determine how they came to join a 
Learning in Retirement Institute. Questions included: 
Tell me about your typical day. 
What are some of the activities that you enjoy? 
Tell me about your relationship with your children. 
% 
How do you make new friends? 
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How did you come to find out about the LRI? 
What is an LRI class like? 
The third interview involved open-ended questions that attempted to have the 
participants reflect upon their lives and their LRI experience. 
What is it like to be retired? 
Tell me what you like about the LRI. 
Tell me what you don’t like about the LRI. 
Why do you continue to participate in the program? 
What do you children/grandchildren think about you going to school? 
What would you be doing if you didn’t have the option of joining an LRI? 
What makes this activity different from others you could undertake? 
Tell me what it’s like to be on a college campus at your age? 
Often during the interviews, the participants would begin to answer the question, but 
sidetrack to another topic. Most times this would introduce material that was very 
interesting and relevant to the study and that I would not have known to ask because it 
involved a unique aspect of the individuals’ lives. And at one time or another each of the 
participants would talk at length about a topic that, although interesting, was not relevant to 
the study. 
Determining what was relevant and what was not was a difficult part of the process. 
I found each of the participants to be engaging and fascinating in his or her own way. I 
included excerpts about almost everything that they had to say about their past and current 
lives. However, I structured the sequence of topics and left out any repetitious stories or 
comments that were not pertinent to the focus of the study. I selected remarks that 
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highlighted the themes that each of them spoke about, but may not have chosen a quote 
from each participant for each theme. 
The difficulty as a qualitative researcher is selecting appropriate data to include 
without using every quote and without eliminating vital information. I believe I have 
presented results 
that capture the spirit of the individuals and their interpretation of their own life stories. 
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